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1 . Prologue 

Chapter 1 : Things That Lurk 
[**July 23, 2552** 

**2235 hours** 

**Ichinabis forest** 

** Planet Reach...**] 

The barrel of an MA5B poked through the tall, dense underbrush of the 
expansive forest. The rest of the weapon followed, and then a man 
stepped through and into a clearing, scanning the area for any 
hostiles. As an Insurrectionist, there was plenty trying to kill 
him . 

"Clear, " Jonesy eventually said. 

The rest of his team emerged alongside him, weapons up. 

"How much longer 'till we get there?" Butch, the heavy weapons guy, 
asked . 

"Still a few klicks north, " his CO replied, eyes darting from the 
trees' branches above to the ten feet tall walls of bushes 
surrounding them. He was expecting an ambush. 



"So, what exactly is the plan?" Private Mark Andrews asked, the 
uncertainty he was feeling reflected in his voice. 


His CO sighed. "What is it, Andrews? You've already been briefed, and 
reminded of our objective at least five times on our way here. Are 
you scared? Is that it?" 

"Well, yeah," Mark admitted. "Aren't you?" 

"No. Thanks to our shady friends, our identities are now those of 
troops of the UNSC, presumed dead, but classified as 

missing-in-action. They'll never find out who we really are. Not if 
we play our parts well." 

"But that's not what I mean. I'm talking about," he took a quick 
glance at the underbrush ahead of him, "Zulu Team." 

At that moment, everything seemed to stand still. The wind stopped 
blowing on leaves, the indigenous wildlife ceased its chatter, and 
their surroundings seemed a lot darker and foreboding. 

Then Jonesy ended it all by laughing. 

"Are you kidding me?" he said. "Zulu Team? The 'big, bad' group of 
freaks? You know they don't exist!" 

"Shhh!" Private Andrews urged him. 

"Really, that's what you're scared of? UNSC propaganda?" He snorted. 
"I can't believe you. Well, actually, I can, but this is just fucking 
ridiculous . " 

"Yeah," agreed a female voice from behind him. "That's too 
unreal . " 

They all turned in the direction of the unwelcome woman, only to see 
there was nothing there. At first glance, at least. The more they 
focused, the more visible the shimmer in the air was. 

"I mean, a team of five highly trained, death-dealing monsters with 
the single purpose of acting as merciless agents of 'seriously 
fucking your shit up' without a leash?" With each second, the voice 
got closer to Jonesy, the shimmer took another step forward and 
became less of a reflection of light and more of a person. By the end 
of her sentence, the person was revealed to be a six foot tall figure 
encased in red-with-blue armor. 

Somehow, Jonesy could tell she had a twisted grin behind her visor as 
she leaned over him. 

"That's just fucking ridiculous." 

All at once, the innies snapped out of their trance and fired at the 
hostile. She jumped into the air higher than any of them thought 
possible, easily making it over the surrounding trees and going 
invisible again. There came a rustling from just a few yards away as 
she landed. 

Mark looked around, doing a full three-sixty on his heels. "She's 
still out there," he cried. "We need to get out of here. Get back to 



base ! " 


"For once, I'm inclined to agree with you. Private," his CO said, 
struggling to keep his cool. He pointed in the direction they'd come 
from. "Let's go! We've been found out. This mission is scrapped!" 

They were all too happy to oblige, running back into the underbrush 
to escape whatever horrors awaited deeper within the forest. 

Their professionalism had fallen to pure survival instincts; the 
choice between fight or flight, but fight wasn't an option. 
Low-hanging branches and tall shrubs slapped at their armor and 
obstructed their view. Adrenaline ran through their veins, blood 
pounded in their ears, fatigue quickly settled in, but fear kept them 
going. The only one who dared to look back was Butch, who was willing 
to lay down suppressive fire. He spotted movement to his left. He 
tracked it. 

The thought of stopping for breath crossed Mark's mind a few times, 
but he pushed it away every time, his fear encouraging him to go on. 
Then he noticed that they were a man short. A strangled cry came from 
somewhere behind him, giving him enough reason to stop and 
turn . 

Butch seemed to have tripped and fallen forward, but was being held 
off the ground. By the way the flesh on his neck was being 
manipulated it was simple to deduce that he was being strangled by an 
invisible hand with a steel grip. Then some sort of cosmic force 
seemed to bend him so far back over something Mark was sure his spine 
had broken. The next few seconds were a blur. 

Butch's eyes bulged as his windpipe was ripped put and presented in 
front of him, an agonized scream fought to escape his lungs. The wet, 
sticky clump of flesh plopped to the ground with a sickening 
_squelch. _A tray spurt of blood shot out of the hole in his neck, 
splashing onto the deadly figure that had mutilated the proud man and 
revealing some sort of visor, similar to the woman they'd encountered 
earlier. It let Butch fall to the ground, and looked directly at Pvt. 
Andrews . 

Andrews had his magnum out and leveled without even having to think 
of it, and emptied his magazine in under four seconds; a frenzied 
attempt at saving his skin. Dirt was kicked up as the being slid to 
the side, evading the incoming rounds. Mark didn't even care that he 
had missed his target; at that point he was running again. The act 
he'd just witnessed renewed his adrenaline, and before he knew it he 
was running alongside Jonesy. 

"Hey," he said to Mark, "where's Butch?" He got no reply, but from 
the look on the private's face, he could tell Butch wouldn't be seen 
again . 

Before the feeling of losing a comrade could fully settle in, some 
movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. His 
assault rifle was up by the time their CO was knocked down by an 
unseen menace. His sidearm was out in an instant, and he yelled at 
his assaulter as he shot. The air in front of him flared a bright 
orange that covered a tall, burly figure. A figure that held a giant 
hammer over its head. 


The weapon came down before anyone could react. 



A final gunshot rang through the air before a giant blade split the 
innie leader's head in two, passing neatly through his open mouth. He 
went limp as a river of crimson shot out of his severed head and 
soaked the soil underneath. 

Mark stayed frozen in fear, while Jonesy was running in some random 
direction. "Run!" he yelled. "Snap out of it and run!" Mark 
obliged . 

They ran like a couple of bats out of hell, neither of them saying 
anything until they reached another clearing, this one being much 
smaller than the one they'd run away from. Jonesy paced back and 
forth while Mark looked at him with a thousand-yard stare. "That's 
it, then. We're screwed." He stopped pacing and looked at the 
private. "And you know what? You were right." He chuckled nervously. 
"You were absolutely right. Now we're dead. We're dead! We. Are. 

De-" 


The _crack _of a sniper rifle interrupted the innie ' s descent into 
madness. Mark blinked, and suddenly Jonesy was missing his lower jaw, 
tongue hanging out with nothing to hold it in. All kinds of gore 
dribbled down his throat, before he fell into a pool of his own 
blood . 

Mark sank to his knees, his face showing no emotion, his will broken, 
sanity destroyed, and courage depleted. The sound of grass crunching 
under heavy boots made him look up. 

The same woman who had scared them off appeared out of thin air, 
followed by another armored super-soldier to Mark's left, one to his 
right, and two more behind him. The woman approached him, one hand on 
her visor, and the other reaching for the M45 on her back. "Heh, that 
was fun. All good things must come to an end, though. Oh, and don't 
worry about the whole ' agent s-of-whatever, ' whatever, thing." She 
pressed the muzzle of her shotgun to his forehead. "We're actually 
much, much worse." 

Mark finally opened his mouth to scream and express his anguish, but 
he never got to. 

He was silenced by a pull of the trigger. 


2. The Ones You'll Be Rooting For 
Chapter 2: Cloak and DaggeraC 1 and Plasma Burns 
_From: CODENAME DIE SCHATTEN _ 

_ To: CODENAME DIE ANZUG_ 

_ Subject: PSYCHOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OE [REDACTED]_ 

_ During times of extreme conflict, when the opposition has us 
cornered, outnumbered, and outgunned, it's rational to turn to 
drastic measures to prevent our extinction. That being said, your 
position to have [REDACTED] lead your team of carefully selected 
misfits is quiteaC 1 questionable. When you look at her, you may see a 
little girl in the body of one of humanity's new breed of 



super-soldiers, but there's something else underneath all of that 
joviality and her casual demeanor. Just the fact that she acted so 
foolish after witnessing the destruction of her home (See: _Battle of 
Eridanus II) _disturbs me. She even treated the SPARTAN-III project 
like fun at a summer camp. One does not simply stay sane after 
choking on the ashes of their world, especially at that young an age. 
What she is hiding from us is bottled up emotions just ready to be 
released at the drop of a hat. I'm more afraid of her than I am of 
Samantha-A115 (also not recommended for this team) . You probably 
think of that idea as absurd, but my studying of her over these past 
three months (as per your orders) holds enough evidence to prove her 
mental instability (details in attached encrypted file) ._ 

_ Please, I know how determined you are to get this project underway, 
but at least take in the full meaning of my words, and be prepared to 
accept full responsibility for whatever may happen. _ 

_ Codename: DIE SCHATTEN_ 

_ 0100 hours, January I, 2536 (Military Calendar) \ [REDACTED]_ 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXem> Erom: CODENAME DIE ANZUG<em> 

_ To: CODENAME DIE SCHATTEN_ 

_ Subject: Re: PSYCHOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OE [REDACTED]_ 

_ Then let's hope she's facing the enemy when she snaps. _ 

_ Codename: DIE ANZUG_ 

_ 0115 hours, January I, 2536 (Military Calendar) \ [REDACTED] 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p> [ <strong> July 24, 2552<strong> 

**1109 hours** 

**Base Zulu** 

**Planet ReachaCl**] 

If you know anything about hotels, then you would know thata€"as 
common sense dictatesa€"they are usually located somewhere easy to 
access. By "usually" I of course mean always. The more people who 
stay there, the more money you rake in. Simple stuff, right? What 
happens, though, when someone decides they want the first of their 
chain of hotels to be built in the middle of the woods? They make the 
worst freakin' mistake in the history of business, that's what. Since 
the only people who would consider staying in such a place were 
people who were out camping, and that kind of defeats the purpose of 
camping (Beats it so bad it gets bragging rights. The same bragging 
rights your friends will use once they find out you slept in a hotel 
on your camping trip, you wuss) , the hotel was sold. 


It was bought by someone with an obscene amount of money. Of course 
he did, he was a part of ONI, and he had an incredible lack of a 



small budget. The hotel was renovated to be a military base, not used 
for your standard marine. Those that did stay there would tell you 
that the place was a paradise compared to most other places they 
could have been stationed at. Oh, and to stay away from anyone in 
Zulu Team. Anyone. 

They're bad for your health. 


* * 


* 


><p>"Thirty-nine . "<p> 

"Huh?" The Major snapped out of her daydream and looked at the man 
sitting behind the old oak desk. 

"Thirty-nine," Director Garrison repeated. "That's the number of 
vehicles we lost just last week." 

"Thirty-nine, eh?" The Major smiled, placing her feet against the 
side of his desk to push, rocking her chair back and forth. "That's 
not bad . " 

"Well, it might've been, if you and your team weren't the cause for 
these losses . " 

The Major's rocking faltered as she pushed back, and lost control. 

Her arms flailed around wildly and the next thing she knew she was on 
the floor, her chair tipped over. The Director stood up and leaned 
over his desk to take a look at her. 

"How is that even possible?" The Major said, standing up and rubbing 
the spot where she'd hit her head. 

"Well, let me seea€ 1 " Director Garrison took out a piece of paper 
from a cabinet in his desk and sat back down. The Major gulped, sure 
that she wouldn't like what she'd hear. "You strapped C-14 to a 
mongoose and set it off fifty feet away from the Insurrectionist base 
you were trying to infiltrate, chained a Warthog to a tree and had 
Sergei use it as a mace, crashed a Scorpion into a Falcona€ 1 while 
over fifteen-thousand feet in the aira€"seriously , you could have 
just shot it. Ah, and of course there's that whole incident with one 
of our frigates." 

The Major groaned. 

"And that one drunken incident of yours that almost cost us our 
hangar . " 

She growled this time. That had not been a good day for her. 

"Oh, and my personal favorite a€"" 

"Okay, you made your point," the Major said half-heartedly. "Is that 
all you wanted to say, or is there more?" 

Director Garrison set the paper down and rubbed his eyes. "No, I 
suppose I don't have much to say in the way of scolding you, but you 
do have to cut back on all the, era€ 1 " 


"Crazy?" she offered. 



"I was going to say bat-shit insane, but I think that works, 
too . " 

"So if that'll be all..." The Major made for the door. 

"Hold up." She froze, but because of this the object the Director had 
tossed to her hit her head. He flinched. "Sorry." The Major ignored 
him and picked up the small data disk off the ground. 

"What do Ia€l?" 

"There are coordinates there that'll take you to your mission 
objective. Give it to Sam, and let your team know that you have 
something to do." 

"Geez, bossy," she muttered on her way out of the office. She took 
the elevator down to the first floor and set off to the hallway where 
Zulu Team's rooms were located within close proximity of each 
other . 

Her first stop was Rick: her second in command and man of technical 
expertise. He's kind of like tech support, but he fixes problems. 
Unlike tech support. 

The Major stopped outside Rick's door and knocked. A few seconds 
later there was a buzz from within the room and the automatic door 
opened. All other noises in the hallway were immediately drowned out 
by the sounds of a blowtorch and several different gears turning in 
place. She stepped into the dark room, easily spotting Rick sitting 
at his workbench, with his blue-tinted goggles protecting his eyes, 
the flame from the blowtorch in his hand casting a bright light on 
his grinning facea€ 1 

_Rick [Don't call him Richard]_ 

a€ 1 and making his fair skin look even more pale than usual. He 
stopped his working ona€ 1 whatever , when the Major turned on the 
light. Rick pulled his goggles up to his forehead and turned off the 
blowtorch . 

"So, Major, what brings you to my humble abode: business or 
pleasure? " 

"Depends on how you see it. We may or may not be shooting stuff 
today . " 

"Ah," Rick scratched his chin, "I see." 

"Yeah, sooo, get ready for that, then get to _Icarus. _Y'know, 
business as usual." 

"I thought you said it was either/or." She ignored him. 

"And while you're at it, be sure to spread the word to the rest of 
Zulu. " 

"Okay, I'll get on that." 

They stayed there in awkward silence, the Major with her arms crossed 



and tapping her foot while Rick ran a hand through dark, messy 
hair . 


"What?" he finally asked. 

"I'm waiting for you to get going." 

"Well I can't just do that with you standing there!" he more or less 
blurted out. "Feels weird." 

She took a step forward. He instinctively took a step back. 

"Uh, Major?" 

Two more steps from each of them. 

"What are you doing?" 

Just a few more steps and she was right in front of him. 

"Still weird?" she asked in a way that made him uncomfortable. 

"Uh, yeah." Rick took a hold of her shoulders and pushed her away. 
"I'm going now," he said before leaving the room. The Major followed, 
but only until she'd made it out into the hallway. Then she walked 
off in the opposite direction, toward Samantha's room. 

The Major pretty much repeated the process from Rick's room, but this 
time she stepped to the side to avoid a thrown combat knife that 
sailed past her face. It was second nature to her by now. 

"Oh hi." Sam didn't apologize for nearly making her friend wear an 
eye patch for rest of her life, even though she probably should have, 
considering that's the kind of thing that destroys most 
relationships. "What brings you to my humblea€"?" 

The Major held up a hand to silence her. "Save it. Rick already used 
that line . " 

"Dammit. I can never do that before him." Sam walked over to her bed 
before plopping down on it. "Seriously, why are you here?" 

The Major reached into her jacket pocket and took out the small data 
disk, which she tossed to Sam. "Everything we need to know is on that 
disk . " 

Sam examined the tiny device in the palm of her hand. "All right. 

I'll take a look and get back to you on that." 

"Good." The Major walked to the door. "We leave in fifteen." 

"Wait, we have a mission?" 

"That's what the disk is for." 

"Should have seen that coming, " Sam muttered. 

"You really should have." With that, she left Sam alone and exited 
the room, heading for the maintenance bay, where the heavy clanking 
of machinery and noises of power tools were a constant reminder that 



it was, in fact, a maintenance bay. For maintaining 
machinery . 


Anyhow, once there the Major ended up at the back of the bay, where 
seven booths were isolated from everything else. They were quite big, 
and took up most of the space on the back wall, as they should be, 
considering the machine each booth held. Her jacket slinked down her 
shoulders as she stepped through the heavy curtain that served to 
separate her from the rest of the bay, and it came off and packed 
into a drawer in the corner of the room. The rest of her clothes 
followed suit, until she reached the bare essentials. Afterwards, she 
turned to look at the machine that took up most of the space in the 
booth . 

It was more or less a tangle of mechanical limbs that hung from the 
ceiling and stuck out of the floor, all surrounding a platform held a 
foot off the ground. In most of the limbs' grip there was a piece of 
armor the colors of red the shade of brick, and blue. The Major 
turned to the glass case next to it and took a look at the dark 
bodysuit inside. 

"Well, here we go againa€ 1 " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Rick sat at the top of the ramp of <em>Icarus<em>, Zulu Team's 
Pelican, in his armor that fit his 

engineer/mechanic/hacker/man-of-technical-expert is e role very well. 
He sighed and fingered his magnum, turning it over in his hands. 
Recon, the sniper, was sitting in the Pelican, his sniper resting on 
his lap. Sergei sat across from him, sharpening his gravity hammer's 
blade with his combat knife. Or vice-versa? Look, he has a giant 
blade with the power to distort gravity, the specifics aren't really 
that important. 

"So Recon," the engie/mechromancer/hackzor/M. o . T .E : Warfighter began, 
"What do you make of all this?" 

The mute didn't respond. 

"Yeah, I know. It's pretty crazy." 

"_You're _pretty crazy if you think he'll ever respond." 

Rick looked out the Pelican's cargo bay again to see Zulu-One, armed 
and armored up. 

"Yeah, I know that, but I have nobody else to talk to." 

Sergei cleared his throat, and the other Spartans turned to look at 
him. Except for Recon, because he was sitting across from him, so he 
was already looking at him by default. 

"No offense, Sergei, but you're not really the best when it comes to 
conversations," said the Major. 

"What are you talking about?" Sergei raised his hammer; light 
reflected off its blade. Rick instinctively jumped to his feet. "I am 
great conversat ion-er . " 



The Major stepped back, hands held up as if to defend herself. "Well, 
we're just saying that when it comes to talking with another human 
being, you should probably improve on nota€ 1 " Sergei stood up and 
took a few practice swings level with her head, 

"a€ 1 overreacting. " 

"Uh, Major, I think we should have a talk." Rick didn't wait for a 
reply, and took her by the hand before leading her away. Sergei 
simply shrugged and sat back down. 

Once out of earshot (and, more importantly, striking distance) , 
Zulu-Three stopped his hasty retreat and turned to her. 

"Thanks for that, " she said. "Do you really have something to tell 
me?" 


"Yeaa€"no. No." 

"So, what, we just stay here until Sam finishes with whatever she's 
doing? " 

"Why don't you tell me? You're thea€ 1 " Rick trailed off, looking at 
something behind the Major. She followed his gaze, and couldn't 
believe what she saw. 

The corner of her mouth twitched as she barely managed to stifle a 
laugh, and her face started to hurt from the strain of desperately 
trying not to smile, even though she was wearing a helmet. 

Sam was standing before them, arms crossed and with a deadly air of 
irritation around her. She was in her armor too. 

It was pink. 

They both doubled over in laughter, no longer able to hold back. The 
Major held her aching sides and blinked away tears, while Rick almost 
fell back. 

The little patience Sam had was wearing itself thin. "Are you done?" 
she asked when the laughter subsided to sniggers. 

They both straightened back up, composing themselves and trying to 
breathe normally again. The Major was the first one to speak. "So you 
re-really went through witha€ 1 witha€ 1 " Rick looked at the Major, and 
she looked back. Then they burst into another fit of laughter. 

Sam was not amused. 

"Yes, my armor's pink now. Ha-ha, that's so funny. No, fuck it. It's 
just so damn hilarious, isn't it? It's not like I had much of a 
friggin' choice." 

"That's right," confirmed the Major. "And if you hadn't stayed true 
to your word and honored our little bet, I would've had to hold you 
down and paint that armor of yours myself." 

"And I would have loved to see that, " Rick thought out loud. Needless 
to say, the awkward silence that followed was his fault. 


Sam cleared her throat. "So, yeah. I checked the info on that data 



disk, " she tapped the side of her helmet, "and I got us a set of 
coordinates, along with some video stills. Uh, apparently it's some 
sort of facility. Really official looking. Well, as far as ransacked 
buildings go. It has this big hole on one side. Plasma caused it, by 
the look of it . " 

The Major clapped her hands. "Okay, great. Let's get right on 
that . " 

The trio of Ills made its way back to the Pelican, conversing as they 
did . 

"Why do I get the feeling that we're getting involved in something we 
really shouldn't be?" asked Rick, feeling just a wee bit, itty-bitty, 
tiny bit paranoid. 

I'm just kidding. He's full blown, "satellites-are-watching-me" 
paranoid at this point. 

"I dunno, maybe 'cause we probably are," replied Sam, ever the 
optimist . 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p> [ <strong> July 24, 2552<strong> 

**1146 hours** 

**Abandoned research facility** 

**Planet Reacha€l**] 

To stand before the research facilitya€"a once grand building full of 
knowledgeable individualsa€"and see its white-washed walls cracked, 
dirtied, and covered by overgrown foliage, and one side torn asunder 
by fiery rain, leaving behind a gaping maw that revealed the greater 
devastation within, the Major could only think of a few fitting words 
to describe what she saw. 

"Man, this place got fucked up." 

Yeah, seems about right. 

Looking at it now, she could safely infer that the structure had at 
one point in time been a hub of research and information buzzing with 
activity. Now it was surrounded by its own rubble, which served to 
further the stark contrast to the grassy landscape the building sat 
on . 

The Major turned to her team. "All right, I don't see what there is 
to find here, but if our friends up in Command say there's something 
to investigate here, then that probably means we're being punished 
for whatever reason." 

Sam jabbed Sergei's ribs with her knife several times, making his 
shields flare up with each poke. "I don't see why they'd punish 
_us_, " she said, continuing her absentminded task. 

"Neither do Ia€"" the Major shrugged, "a€"but who knows? Maybe we 
will end up finding something, after all. So what I want is for Rick 



to head inside and try to find any evidence of what this building was 
used for. Only then can we deduce why this place was attacked." She 
pointed at Recon and cocked her head in Rick's direction. "Go with 
him and look for survivorsa€"not that I'm expecting to find 
anyone . " 

Rick nodded, confirming he'd understood the orders he'd been given. 
Then they just stood there. Awkwardly. Now, Recon is an unreadable 
fellow, even when not encased in half a ton of armor. At that moment, 
however, it was very easy to see his confusion, as he kept looking 
from Rick to the Major, then back to him, rinse and repeat. 

"What, now?" Rick asked (finally) . 

" Yes , now . " 

"Oh, well, okay." Rick spun on his heel and walked to whatever was 
left of the facility's front door. Recon following. 

"As for the rest of us, it's pretty much the same objective, only 
we'll be looking out here." She motioned to the great outdoors, a 
flock of birds taking flight and squawking on cue. "So come on, I 
don't want this to be a total waste of time." 

The remaining Spartans headed off in different directions, each of 
them having already chosen a specific pile of debris. It didn't take 
long before Sam's voice rang out through the air, alerting everyone 
of her discovery. "Hey, I found someone!" 

Zulu-One and Four abandoned their search in favor of Two's findings, 
which just so happened to be a man: middle-aged, jittery, and very 
confused. He stood atop a hill of concrete and wiring, eyes shifting 
to and fro. 

"Good job, Sam," the Major complimented. "Now, who are you?" 

The man didn't reply, just kept jittering. 

"Uh, mister? Can you get down here?" 

He didn't seem to notice her. 

"Look, we can get you out of herea€ 1 " As soon as she set foot on the 
hill of debris, the man snapped back into reality. 

"Theya€"they ' re back!" he shouted, but not at her. "They attacked, 
but they had no real reason, " he stared at the Major, but seemed to 
look through her, "did they?" 

"What are you talking about? _Who _are you talking about?" 

The man backed away. "They tore up the building, looking for a star. 
What does it mean? ! " The man kept walking back, babbling insanely as 
he did. Zulu Team stayed where they were. "Why? Why, why, why, why, 
why, why, why, why, why wha€"Ack!" 

The unknown man's cries for an answer were stopped short as an energy 
sword burst from his chest, blood spurting out and staining the 
tarnished concrete. He was lifted a good two feet off the ground, and 
he looked at the blade dumbly, whispering "a€lwhy?" before being 



thrown away like a used rag. 


The Elite warrior responsible for the untimely demise materialized 
before them, then another to his side, and another on his other side. 
Soon enough there were five Spec-Ops Elites glowering at them, energy 
swords glowing brightly in their four-fingered hands. 

"Well, shia€"" The Major didn't get to finish her vulgarity as four 
of the five Covies jumped from their hill, the lead Elite bringing 
his sword down for her. 

The Major managed to roll sidewaysa€"her magnum in hand by the end of 
the maneuvera€"and came back up firing. The Elite growled as its 
shields gave out and popped before it could react. It brought up its 
sword to block the brutal barrage of lead until she stopped to reach 
for the shotgun on her back, then it attacked. 

Sergei strode towards the charging Sangheili lackey, firing his MA5B 
with one hand while his free hand reached behind his back. The Elite 
ignored the rounds that grazed and wore down its shields, choosing to 
instead stay on the offensive. It brought its arm back and ran 
faster, now only a few meters away. Then Sergei's assault rifle ran 
dry and he took out his gravity hammer and threw it in the same 
motion . 

The weapon spun end over end, the air whistling and time itself 
seemed to have slowed down just for this moment. The Elite kept 
running. And then time caught up with them and the blunt end of the 
melee weapon crashed into its chest, the blast sending it flying back 
at a tremendous speed until it collided with a tree, bouncing off and 
landing on its badly damaged front. The once-great Covenant soldier 
blacked out, only to wake up to see a pair of heavy-looking black 
boots . 

Sergei picked up his gravity hammer; the Elite reached out to him in 
a feeble attempt to grab at the Russian man's weapon. It gave out a 
strangled cry through broken ribs and punctured lungs. 

The merciless Spartan hefted his multipurpose tool above his head in 
a windmill motion, and it stayed there for only a second before 
coming down and bashing the Elite's head ina€ 1 

_Sergei [He will break you!]_ 

a€ 1 sending brains, bones, and pieces of skin splattering against his 
armor . 

Sam was having a harder time disposing of her problem. Her weapon of 
choice was her combat knife, and at that close a range there was no 
room for tricks. All she could do for now was keep dodging its swipes 
until an opportunity presented itself. The split-lipped alien, on the 
other hand, was waiting for her to make a mistake. 

Sam jumped away from a wide slash, crossing her knife-wielding arm 
over her chest, then stepped into striking distance and lashed out 
with her blade. The Elite reeled back at the stinging pain, reaching 
for the thin, deep gash on its throat. Purple life essence shot out 
from between its fingers and landed on the Spartan's visor. 


"Ch fuck the hell yes. 



Just like that, a flip was switched in Sam's head, and she went from 
being on defense, to straight out offense. The Spec-Ops looked at the 
female with a new kind of rage. 

She'd shed his blood. 

She'd spilled his honor. 

And now she woulda€" 

"Grah!" it cried out as the combat knife stabbed into its shoulder. 
Samantha dragged the blade sown its arm until she reached its wrist. 
Wave after wave of Sangheili honor sprayed out of the split skin and 
coated their grassy surroundings. Its grip on its energy weapon 
loosened, and it slipped out of cold fingers. 

Samantha caught it before it hit the ground. 

Through a mind-throbbing haze, the Elite managed to draw its plasma 
pistol and fire off a torrent of green plasma bolts; however, its 
senses had dulled to the point that it only scorched land. The air 
cleared up, and she was gone. 

It barely managed a confused twitch of its mandibles before its head 
snapped back in shock and pain, hands scratching at thin air. It 
shook as it looked down at the energy sword that had stabbed through 
its waist. The blade sizzled as it was roughly yanked out, then 
stabbed into it again. 

And again. 

And again. 

And one more time. 

Then a final stabbing for good measure. 

The Covie wobbled around at this point, more dead than alive. 

Samantha dropped her stolen sword and dug her fingers into the bloody 
wounds, then pulled in two different directions. The sounds of flesh 
tearing and bones breaking filled the air. Then came sweet, sweet 
release. Of course, by that I mean Sam ripped the alien in two, the 
torso flying from the lower portion of the body, their only 
connection being strands of purple blood that formed webs over each 
othera€ 1 

_Sam [Hates: Brutes, pink Likes: Sharp objects, murder]_ 
a€ 1 and covered her in a bath fit for a psychopath. 

Er, I mean warrior. 

A psychotic warrior. 

She blinked, and it was over. She turned and caught a glance of the 
Major's own fight. She was masterfully avoiding all of her foe's 
attacks, but she just couldn't get a chance to fire her weapon. Sam 
had just the thing to help her. "Hey, Major!" she said a moment 
later. "Catch!" The Major stopped what she was doinga€"a very bad 



idea in the middle of combata€"and caught the energy sword hilt that 
had been thrown her way. It crackled to life just in time to block a 
downward slash from her opposition. 

Lucky her. 

The Major jumped back, then rushed forwards, delivering quick slashes 
and occasional jabs. Sparks flew with each blocked strike, dancing 
before their eyes before disappearing altogether. This stalemate 
lasted only until a new challenger appeared. She heard it, too. 

The Spartan kicked the first Elite back and turned to the second 
attacker with the plasma blade held out in front of her, prompting 
her new foe to block while Spec-Ops number one retreated. Spec-Ops 
number two wasn't too keen on being locked in a stalemate like its 
leader, so while one hand kept its weapon up, the other snaked behind 
its back for the ultimate tie-breaking tool. 

A plasma grenade. 

The explosive device was primed and dropped. Hilarity ensued. The 
moment the Major laid eyes on it she pulled back her attack, giving 
the Elite a chance to do one of those Sangheili combat-rolls they 
always do. Always. It rolled to safety. The Spartan wasn't as lucky. 
She spun on her heels and the grenade was halfway to detonation. She 
took a step, and it exploded. 

Hilarious, amirite? 

The dazzling bright blue detonation kicked up the surrounding grass 
and soil, scorching the earth (although technically it would be "the 
reach") and sending the III f lyinga€"amirite?a€"several feet into the 
air before crashing three yards away. The Spec-Ops saw this with 
satisfaction; its mandibles twisting into the equivalent of a smile, 
which almost immediately afterwards drooped in disappointment as the 
Spartan started to get up from her spot on the ground. 

She took a knee and looked down at her hands as orange/yellow streaks 
flexed, coiled, and danced around on them. "Hey! I'm still alive!" 

She returned her gaze to the Elite that had blasted her away. 

It was aiming a plasma rifle at her. 

The Spartan did a quick search for her weaponsa€"them having flown 
off in the explosiona€"and spotted her energy sword quite a few ways 
away to her left. She shot to her feet and ran as the first few balls 
of plasma were fired. Black marks trailed behind her as she quickened 
her pace to escape from the blue bolts. 

When she was just a few feet away from the weapon she dove for it, 
grabbing the sword and rolling to take the impact. It ended with her 
crouched and facing the Elite that was too busy tending to its 
overheated rifle. She brought her arm back, then threw the hilt, 
activating the sword mid-swing. 

The weapon materialized as it flew and spun end over end, aimed for 
the Sangheili warrior. The blade cut through the armor, skin, and 
tissue protecting, on, and in (respectively) its shoulder. The plasma 
rifle flew out of its hand, and just as it registered the pain, the 
Major was standing before it, shoving the plasma blade further into 



its shoulder. It roared and snapped its mandibles at her, useful arm 
coming up to attack. She kicked the hinge-headed alien off her sword, 
leaning back to avoid losing her head to its two-pronged blade, and 
came back up with her fist shooting out, catching it on its mandibles 
and forcing it to stumble back. The elbow room was much appreciated, 
using it to her advantage to slit its knee and force it to 
kneel . 

Despite its wounds, the alien didn't let up, and thrust its weapon 
forward, which the Major twisted to avoid while her own white-blue 
blade traveled up in an arc. 

Can you tell I ran out of synonyms for sword? 

The Spec-Opsa€"and Elite?a€"stayed still for a moment, gaping at the 
bloody stump where its hand used to be. A pint of blood had gushed 
out before it regained its senses, and by then it had been run 
through by the Major's energy sword. She let go of the hilt and 
allowed the Elite to fall back, bleeding freely. 

The Major took a deep breath, let it out, and turned to her team. Sam 
and Sergei were scanning the area, making sure that there were no 
additional surprises waiting to burst out. They relaxed soon enough 
and formed up on Zulu-One, and were joined by Rick and Recon. 

"So we're baa€"whoa! What happened to you?" Rick said when he got 
there . 

The Major immediately looked down at herself, and wasn't all that 
surprised to find most of the right side and back of her armor was 
scorched black. "Oh, yeah. That. I blew up," she said nonchalantly. 
Before he could ask how, she cut him off. "Sooo did you find 
anything? " 

"Huh? Oh, no. There's nothing left in there but broken, unsalvageable 
tech and a few corpses, all badly burned. These are yours, by the 
way." Rick handed her weapons over to her. "Eound them on the 
roof . " 

"Thanks. So what _were _you able to find out?" 

"WellaC 1 " 

"Aw great," Sam said aloud. "C'mon Recon. Rick has a theory." She 
walked off in some random direction, and Recon followed. 

"When you compare the number of deceased personnel with the size of 
the building and its layout, it's safe to infer that most of the 
civvies of this building managed to escape. Because of the extensive 
burn damage, however, I couldn't get an ID on any of them. If we 
could find just on employee, I coulda€"" 

Spec-Ops number one appeared behind the Major from seemingly out of 
nowhere, grabbing her and spinning her around to face it. Her hand 
shot to her magnum, but it beat her to the punch. It swung up with 
such force that it knocked her off her feet; the sword left a long, 
neat line going from the bottom right of her chest piece to the top 
left of her helmet. She crashed and tumbled six feet away. Rick and 
Sergei had the Elite in their crosshairs, and Recon and Sam were 
back, weapons drawn. By then the Major had been yanked off the ground 



by the throat, being held like a ragdoll. The glow from Spec-Ops 
number one's energy sword was reflected off her visor as it was 
inched forward, little by little. 

"Don't you fucking darea€ 1 " Sam spat, finger close to squeezing the 
trigger of her assault rifle. 

The Elite heard this and disregarded it, its blade now piercing her 
shields, which glowed brightly with each passing second until; 
finally, they gave out and burst. Zulu Team tensed up at the 
sound . 

It growled as it brought its arm back. 

Fingers tensed on triggers. 

But before all hell could break loose, three words were 
spoken . 

"Hey, split-china€ 1 " The Elite brought its attention back to its 
captive. Something poked it under the ribs. "Surprise." It dropped 
her. She fired. 

The shotgun blast was enough to send Spec-Ops number one flying away 
on wings of shotgun pellets, blood, guts, and gore, and land on a bed 
of grass that would serve as its final resting place. A rest full of 
agony that would last the next thirty seconds, mind you, soa€ 1 not 
much of a rest. 

The Major landed on her hands and knees, head bowed down as she tried 
to catch her breath. Her helmet fell off, as its seals had been badly 
damaged sometime during the fight, and it rolled over to face her. 

She stared at her reflection in the scratched up visor, but what 
stared back was a bloodthirsty, wide-eyed woman with a manic grin. 
Thankfully, her hair fell over her face, hiding the view from her 
team . 

She stood back up and composed herself, then walked to the 
incapacitated Elite, cocking the M45a€l 

_The Major [When it Shotgun Rains, it pours]_ 

a€ 1 and managed to give a friendly smile to the soon-to-be dead 
creature. Placing her foot on its chest, she aimed at its pained 
face . 

"Something witty, " she said after much internal debate, and 
fired . 

The pellets violently knocked its head back, tearing off chunks of 
flesh and bone. Blood pooled around its body. 

Tasty . 

The Major took another deep breath, but didn't turn around for a 
while . 

"Uh, Major?" Sam interrupted her thoughts. "You okay?" 


"Huh?" She turned around. "Oh, yeah. I'm fine. So, about the 



personnel of this buildinga€l" She pointed at the hill of debris. 
"There's a mana€"his corpse, at leasta€"somewhere around there. He's 
bound to have some sort of ID on him." 

Rick looked at her, then at the hill, then looked back at her. He 
threw his hands up in an exasperated fashion and walked off, 
muttering something about how he was always the one that had to sift 
through dead guys' pockets. 

The Major looked at the alien bodies that littered the ground. "So, 
the Covenant are on Reach." She thought about that for a second. 
"Strange. I thought we'd have another thirty-seven days before the 
shit hit that fan." 

Recon cocked his head to the side in a way that seemed to say _That ' s 
a bit specific, don't you think?_ 

The Major shrugged. "Maybe." Then she got to thinking. "Well, I 
wonder who else knows about this." 

Meanwhile, a mere seventeen miles away, an alligator almost bit Noble 
Six's face of f . 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p> [ <strong> July 24, 2552<strong> 

**1252 hours** 

**Base Zulu** 

**Planet ReachaCl**] 

Director Garrison let out a long sigh and slumped back in his chair. 
"I saw this coming. The Covenant, I mean." 

"Uh-huh, " the Major said uninterestedly. 

"I bet the rest of ONI will want to keep this under 
wraps . " 

" Yup . " 

"I wonder how long we'll hold out until we need to retreat. 

Again . " 

"That sucks." 

"We're losing ground. Pretty soon they'll wipe us out, and humanity 
will be nothing more than a memory." 

" ' Tis a shame . " 

"We're gonna need aa€"" 

The Major kicked the oak desk to shut him up, and it worked, but he 
was otherwise unfazed. The Major, however, had just kicked an oak 
desk . 

A _sturdy _oak desk. 



She had kicked it hard. 


And she was wearing sneakers . 

Needless to say, it hurt quite a bit. 

She wrenched her foot back and tried to rub her big toe through her 
shoe. The Director did his best not to smile. "Yes? You have my 
attention . " 

She sniffled, then took out her helmet and presented it to him. "Do 
you see what's wrong with this picture?" The Director took a look, 
but didn't get to answer. "I need a new one. Actually, I think I'll 
need to add some stuff to my armor." 

"'Stuff'? You mean the accessories for your set of MJOLNIR armor that 
we're already trying to repair again? The accessories we needed to 
get for you and your team because we saw circumstances such as this 
happening over and over and over again?" 

"Yeah!" she replied a little too enthusiastically. 

Director Garrison shook his head. "How are you still alive?" 

The Major's hands shot up above her head to punctuate her words: "I 
have no idea!" 

The Director just sighed again and picked up the ID card that she had 
provided him with. It contained all of the insane man's 
inf ormat iona€"a Dr. Jason Stranta€"except for the name of whatever 
company or organization he worked for. He waved her away. "Fine. You 
can leave now." 

The Major shot to her feet with her helmet in hand before leaving the 
office. He watched her go out the door, then took out a flask from 
somewhere in his desk and took one long swig from it. It contained 
nothing more than some strange-tast ing herbal tea, but he used it as 
a placebo to drown the brain tumor that eight years of being Zulu 
Team's handler undoubtedly gave him. 

"One of these days," he slurred, "I'll go on a vacation." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Corporal Alexandria Corruo sat behind a counter, bored out of her 
wits and playing <em>Tetris<em> on the computer in front of her. The 
endless loop of Russian music echoed throughout the armory and in her 
head . 

_Dun dununun dununun dununun dununun, dun nun nun nun nun nun, du 
nununa€ 1 _ 

Her eyelids drooped, her boredom serving as a great incentive for her 
to sleep. Soon enough, her hands slipped off the keyboard and the 
blocks came down in an unrelenting shower of geometric shapes. She 
lost with a score of 115,187,999,343. 


What ? 



Right as she was about to slip off into blissful unconsciousness , the 
automatic door leading into the armory opened and an all too familiar 
woman stepped in. "I'm here to waste ONI ' s funds!" she 
announced . 

The corporal jumped out of her chair in surprise and ended up behind 
the counter, magnum drawn. She stayed in cover for well over a 
minute, confused as to what was going on. With her finger hovering 
over the trigger, her head gradually tilted up, little by little, 
until she was face-to-face with the Major, who was leaning over the 
counter and looking down at her curiously. 

"Uh, hey Blondie. You okay?" 

Alex relaxed and stood up, placing her sidearm back in its hip 
holster. "Oh, it's only you." 

"Well, yeah, it's me. Hi, era€ 1 whatever-your-name-is . " 

"You don't remember me?" Alex looked somewhat disappointed. 

"Hmma€l" The Major looked off in some random direction, trying to 
remember the woman. Alex looked at her with a hopeful glint in her 
eyes. "Nope. Don't know who you are." 

Alex deflated a bit. "Oh, okay. I guess I should've expected that." 
When she looked back up the Major was nowhere to be seen, but there 
was a door open. The one labeled "Armor". 

She followed. 

The actual "armor" part of the armory was a single hallway, wide and 
long. Either side was stacked with different sets of MJOLNIR armor 
and their necessary components, and by each piece there hung a 
touch-pad used to request the acquisition of such expensive 
technology. The entire thing was a multitrillion credit 
investment . 

Alex approached the super-soldier, who was studying a set of shoulder 
pads described as being for MJOLNIR Mk . V. She pressed her thumb 
against the touch-pad at its side and thus the MJOLNIR Mk . V shoulder 
pads were hers . 

Give her a week and she'll probably be back to replace them. 

"So, you guys checked out some sort of abandoned complex?" Alex said 
as if she were making small talk rather than delving into classified 
information . 

The Major kept a wary eye on the corporal as she took a look at the 
chest pieces. "Yeah. Right. I really don't know if I should be 
talking about this." She pressed her thumb against the 
Collar/Breacher ' s touch pad. "Then again, I don't really care." 

Alex watched her look over a wrist piece by the name of 
Assault /Breacher . She got that, too. "Makes me wonder," the Major 
continued, "why ONI is interested. They wouldn't have sent us in 
there unless it was very important. Ooh, knee pads." 

+1 set of Grenadier knee pads acquired. 



"Wella€l what did you find?" Alex asked a bit 
cautiously . 

"Nothinga€"look, why do you care?" 

"To be honest, it's not the mission I'm interested ina€ 1 " She held 
her hands behind her back and looked down at her feet, fidgeting a 
bit . 

When she looked back up she noticed that the only other person in the 
armory wasn't paying any attention to her, and had also moved further 
into the room to search for an additional pouch for her armor. Alex 
didn't know whether to breathe a sigh of relief, or punch her in the 
face . 

The Major took her eyes off the Tactical/Softcase she was looking at 
and turned to her. "Did you say something, Blondie?" 

Alex decided she'd opt for the latter. "I have a name, you know," she 
said matter-of-fact ly . 

"Yeah, I know you do. I just don't know it, Blondie." 

Corporal Corruo pinched the bridge of her nose. "Stop calling me 
that. The name's Alexandria Corruo." 

"Alexandria? Like the city?" 

"Not like the city!" the corporal screamed. The Major flinched. Alex 
took a deep breath. "Sorry. I've just been hearing that my whole 
life. " 

The Spartan slowly stepped away. 

"Okay. Sure. This just got awkward. I guess I'll just take this 
pouch, get myself a helmet, and then I'll be out of your hair." 

"But Ia€"" Alex stopped herself, which took a great deal of effort; a 
lot more than should have been necessary. "Fine. Just know that there 
really was no problem withaC 1 " 

The Major wasn't listening. She was too busy looking at her 
soon-to-be helmet. 

Corporal Alexandria Corruo walked back to her counter, seething. 

The MJOLNIR Mk . VI helmet sat on a podium at the end of the armor-y. 
The hall got darker as it went, and a single light shone on the 

headgear, giving it the illusion of elegance when, in fact, it'd soon 

be covered in alien blood and guts. 

The Major took the helmet from its stand and turned it over in her 

hands, and a single scrap of folded up paper fell out. She picked it 

up and unfolded it. It read: 

_Dear Major, _ 

_ If you are reading this, then you've obviously taken an interest in 
this gem. I shouldn't be too surprised, considering your general 



interest in shiny things. Keep in mind that at this point, this is 
only a field test, so actually try not to lose the helmet or, worse, 
get it destroyed. We only have the one._ 

_ Sincerely, _ 

_You-know-who_ 

The Major set it back on the podium and stuffed the note into her 
pocket, then turned her attention to the touch-pad. This one was 
slightly different, as it had an additional screen after the 
confirmation screen: 

_Attachments 

_ [DEFAULT ]_ 

_ FC-1 [2]_ 

_ UA/HUL-I_ 

After carefully considering her opt ionsa€"and by that I mean she 
stared at the screen for the better part of a minutea€"she chose the 
UA/HUL-I attachment, then stood back, satisfied. _Feels good to try 
something new, _she thought to herself. _And if all goes well, I 
won't have to come back for at _least _a week. Sweet! I've got it all 
figured out._ 

_ No you don't, idiot, _said another part of her brain. _ I'd say that 

I hope you're ready to see your friends die, but I can't lie to you. 

I really love it when something surprises you. You're so cute when 
you're shocked. _ 

_ Oh hi, RooMlE. Haven't heard from you in a while. _ 

_ That's because I didn't want you to expect me, babe._ 

_ So why are you here, exactly?_ 

_ Aww. When you put it like that, it sounds like you want to get rid 
of me . _ 

_ a€l_ 

_ Well, I'll try not to get offended. I just thought you were a bit 

too happy. I guess I'll leave you alone now. Love youa€l_ 

When the Major snapped out of her mania-induced stupor, she realized 
that she'd made it to the door leading out of the armory. Behind her, 
Alex was banging her head against the keyboard, muttering something 
to herself. The Major hurriedly stepped out, bumping into a man 
considerably taller than her in her haste. He stumbled and almost 
tripped, but righted himself and kept walking. She immediately 
identified him as a Spartan. 

_But why woulda€ 1 _She face-palmed. _0f course! _ 

_ "_It ' s orientation day! "she said aloud, getting a few odd looks 
from random passersby. The man kept walking, so she followed. 



Upon seeing the odd woman that practically skipped around next to 
him, the Spartan tried to disregard her. It wasn't easy. 


"Heya€"" she nudged him, "a€"what are you up to?" 

The man narrowed his eyes at her. "Meeting my team," he said bluntly, 
hoping that would get her to go away. It didn't. 

"Cool. I happen to know a team of Spartans. In fact, I know the 
leader on a personal level. We're pretty close." The Major crossed 
her fingers to make her point. 

"Yeah, that's great and all, but whya€"wait a minute." He thought 
about that. "How do you know aboutaC 1 ? Never mind; I don't have time 
for this." The new Spartan kept walking. 

The Major frowned and kept following. 

"Do you even know where you're going?" she asked after several 
minutes of aimless wandering. 

"Er, yeah. Yes, I do," he said rather unconvincingly . 

The Major arched an eyebrow. "Do you? Do you _really?_ " 

The man looked at her sheepishly. "No." 

"Then it seems like you need my assistance." 

The man looked at her with mild irritation. "Look. It's great that 
you want to help and all, but I doubt that you don't even know what 
you're talking about. So, Marine, if you willaCl" 

"Marine?!" The Major was somewhat displeased. 

"What? Are you Army?" 

"_Army? ! " _The Major gave herself a once-over. "Come on! I'm a good 
5 ' 4 ' ' ! That ' s not too bad for a SpartanaC 1 " she looked up at him with 
big, hopeful eyes, "a€l right?" 

He only looked at her, utterly lost. 

The Major leaned back on the nearest wall and allowed herself to 
slide down. "I'm short," she admitted to herself. "Why couldn't I 
have just been granted a few extra inches?" 

The moping woman confused the man, and just being near her made him 
feel uncomfortable. She seemed to have some sort of aura of crazy 
about her; something that set him on edge and made him feel like 
standing too close to her was a bad idea. He did it anyway. 

"Uh, hey," he said and crouched down in front of her. "Are you all 
right?" He reached his hand out to help her up. He'd only known her 
for seven minutes and he'd already made his third mistake. 

He had given her something to grab on to. 

_Eh, maybe this wasn't such a goodaC" _ 



He was pulled down before he could finish his thought. 

He blinked, and suddenly he found himself flat on his front, left arm 
twisted behind his back, right one held in the air by his wrist. Her 
knee dug into his back. 

"No, I'm not alright, asshole! You mistook me for a Marine!" She 
twisted his wrist. He winced. 

"Oh, damna€ 1 you ' re a Spartan!" 

"No shit . " 

"Ah, sa€"sorry. I was just expecting someone a bita€ 1 " 

"Do you value the use of your arms, guy?" 

"The name's Michael. And yes, I do." 

"Then I suggest you cut that sentence short." 

He did. "Can you get off me now?" 

The Major had settled down a little, but her grip had not relaxed. "I 
dunno . The insistent voice in my head who dictates my actions is 
telling me to break somethinga€"anythinga€"of yours." 

Michael gave out a little nervous laugh. "That's funny. Ha-ha. A 
voice in your head. Can you _please _get off me?" 

The Major made a show of thinking about it, but she eventually got up 
and helped him get to his feet. 

"Thanks for that. So, uh, who are you?" 

"Me?" She took a single step back, grinning and sweeping her hands 
out in front of her. "I'm the Major: Co-pilot to my dear Samantha, 
expert in close-quarters combat, leader of Zulu Team, and resident 
badass . " 

"You sure put yourself on a high pedestal." 

"On the contrary, I don't think I give myself enough credit." 

"Oh? And why's that?" 

"I'm actually a _master _of CQC . " 

"Hey, do you hear that?" Michael looked around as if searching for 
something. "I think I hear them adding some height to your 
pedestal . " 

The Major mimicked his actions. "Huh. I don't know what you're 
talking about. I think you're referring to your girlish scream's 
echoes . " 

"That was _not_ a girlish scream." 

"Right, it was just the shrill yelp of a little, prepubescent 
boy . " 



"Who are you to call anyone little?" 

"The person who just kicked your ass. Hey, how ya 
doin' ? " 

"Uha€lyeah. That you did." Michael quickly changed the subject. "So, 
you're a major?" 

"Oh, that? Nah. It's just, uh . . . " She smiled at the warm 
memory . 

"_That'll be all," Director Garrison said, looking over his 
paperwork. "You can go now. Major. 

" '_Ma jor ' ? 

"_Yes, as in ' Ma jor-Pain-in-the-Ass . ' 

"_Huh . I like the sound of that . 

"... just ' cuz . " 

"'Just 'cuz'?" he repeated. 

"Yup. That's all there is to it. Enough about me, though; let's talk 
about you, and how you're under my command now." 

Michael looked worried. "I don't like the sound of that." 

"Oh, Rookie." She placed a calming hand on his shoulder. "You really, 
really shouldn't." 

_Oh Major, he has absolutely no idea what he's gotten himself 
intoa€ 1 _ 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 

><pXstrong>Easter egg count: 5<strong> 

**-One for a class in a (very popular) class-based EPS.** 

**-One for a particularly awesome anarchist from one of last year's 
best first-person shooters.** 

**-One for a not-so-great first-person shooter from last 
year . * * 

**-And two lines taken straight from a fan-based parody. Vampires are 
involved. (They don't sparkle).** 

**Line from the next chapter:** 

**"C'mon, Inso, let's go greet the lovely young lady."** 

3 . High Above the World 
Chapter 3 : Meet the Team 



** [July 24, 2552** 


**1429 hours** 

**Base Zulu** 

**Planet Reacha€l]** 

Base Zulu's rec room was not a very spacious room. It could hold 
fifteen people without getting crowded, but not much more than that. 
Then again, there's not much use for a recreational room during a 
time of war. Or maybe a rec room sees more use _during _a time of 
war. Eh, who knows? 

Michael sat on the carpeted half of the room, his back to the massive 
plasma screen TV he wished he were watching, sitting on the 
comfortable-looking sofa. Instead, he was staring at a datapad, an 
image of a woman on display. She was leaning on a counter, chin 
resting on her hand, glass of red wine in her other hand, sooty-black 
eyes looking at something off in the cornera€"out of view from the 
camera. Her hair matched her eyes in that it was also black. It 
reached down to just barely touch her shoulders, and a few rebellious 
strands fell over her forehead. A few scars marked her soft facial 
features, but nothing _too _bad. The longest one ran from the corner 
of her right eye to her small nose. What really stood out, though, 
was the white, jagged scar on her throat that almost seemed to 
stretch from ear to ear. It served as a stark contrast to her olive 
skin . 

All in all, Michael couldn't say she seemed like the leader type to 
him. At least, not the by-the-books kind chosen to lead a group of 
humanity's elite warriors into battle. Not even the kind to be 
willing to follow the simplest orders without question. No, she 

seemed to have landed in that position either by pure luck, or 

inconvenience . That just depends on how you look at it. 

Now if only he could remember her name. 

His brow furrowed in concentrat ion as he racked his brain for an 
answer, but the only thing he could remember about her was that she 
had probably been a ninja in a past life. His arms actually felt 

_worse_ than when she had them twisted behind his back. 

"Sam," he answered, feeling sure of himself. 

Rick watched him from his seat on a recliner. He seemed unimpressed. 
"Really? Is that your final answer?" 

Michael looked back at the image, then turned to Rick. "Yes, I'm 
sure . " 

Rick sighed. "Wrong. That's the Major. I thought you'd remember her 
after what she did to you." 

"Well, I'm bad with names," he explained. 

"I don't think you'll have much trouble remembering her, though." 

Rick took his datapad back. "She's quite the character." 

Michael looked out of the glass panel wall separating the rec room 



from the comparatively large mess hall, the subject of their 
conversation sitting across from a Marine. A chess table was set up 
between them, but it was obvious that the Major was not even vaguely 
interested in the game. She seemed to be too busy with her drunken 
ramblings. The Marine seemed indifferent. 

Michael got off the floor and took a seat next to Rick. "Enough with 
these quizzes. What's your guys' story?" 

"Our story?" 

"Yeah, how'd you get here?" 

"That is a question that has both a simple answer, and is a matter of 
human biology." 

Michael looked at him, perplexed. 

Rick continued. "You see, the short answer is that when a mommy and 
daddy like each other very mucha€"" 

"That's not what I meant." 

"Well, if you want to know how we got _here_, that's 
easya€"Slipspace . " 

"Enough with the smartass-ery ! 

"Oh? I thought I was answering your question." 

Michael rubbed his temple. "None of you are going to make this easy 
for me, are you?" 

"No, Rookie, we won't. But in all seriousness, we ended up in this 
situation because of the Major, really. I don't know if I should 
thank her or strangle her for that." 

"What do you mean? How'd she get you here?" 

"It all goes back to our training days at Onyx. She was a crazy one 
even then, the difference being that she used to have _some _control 
over her impulses. Or, at least, that's what I noticed whenever I saw 
her. She wasa€"and still isa€"uncontrollable, unpredictable, and a 
threat to anyone in the immediate vicinity." Rick chuckled. "I guess 
you'll see why she's such good friends with Sam. Because of these 
qualities, she attracted the attention of some ONI spooks, who I'm 
pretty sure took note of every little thing she did from then on out. 
I'm guessing they decided to search for anyone else who could match, 
or even surpass, hera€ 1 uniqueness . That's how they found Sam." 

"Who I've yet to meet." 

"Ah, that's right, you haven't met her yet. Or Sergei, for that 
matter. We'll have to introduce you later." The engineer took a 
moment to think about that. "But we shouldn't have them both in the 
same room when we do." 

Michael looked confused. "Why not?" 


"Because I like a standing, intact Zulu Base. Call me crazy. So where 



was I?" 


"You were talking about some spooks finding Sam." 

"Oh, right. They searched through all of Alpha Company and found Sam. 
I think their original intention was to root out possible wash-outs 
and get rid of them before they could become a problem. They must 
have reconsidered, seeing an opportunity in these two defunct 
super-soldiers. But two people does not a team make, so they looked 
for more possible candidates. Sergei was next. He isn't as bad as 
they are, but he's not completely stable either." 

Michael took a moment to take all this information in. "And then 
there's you and Recon. Speaking of him, who names their son 
' Recon ' ? " 

"Someone has a daughter named Scout, and do you know where she 
is?" 

Michael shook his head no. 

"In a piece of classic literature, but I digress." Rick looked out 
into the mess hall before continuing. "That's not his real namea€"he 
just never talks, so we had to come up with something to call 
him. " 

"And his armor variant was the best you could come up with?" Michael 
chuckled . 

"Would you have preferred us to come up with something convoluted, 
like 'He Who Diminishes His Foes' Numbers With the Use of A 
High-Powered Rifle'? Or how about 'Beacon Light Sanity Dove Way'?" 
Rick thought about that. "Now that I think of it, that first name 
isn't too bad. Maybe I should start narrating everything and describe 
what everyone's wearing in explicit detail." 

Little did Rick know, but that joke would have made more sense if he 
had opted for the latter name. 

"I understand what you're saying, but still," Michael persisted. "You 
could've gone with something else." 

"Hey, he hasn't complained so far." 

"That's because he never talks. Or shows his face, for that 
matter . " 

"I don't know why, but the fact that he never shows us his face makes 
me think that he probably has an amazing voice." Rick shrugged. "But 
we're getting off topic." 

"Yeah, but that's what makes this so fun!" 

Rick disregarded him. "Anyways, I can only guess that the reason I 
got sucked into all of this is because every team needs that one 
reliable guy. I can't say I can complain though. I'm not dead yet, 
and I like this team a lot." He looked out of the glass wall again, 
something having caught his eye. 

Two mena€"one taller and broader-shouldered than the othera€"had 



approached the Major's table. Rick was instantly on alert, not 
because they seemed to be causing trouble, but because the 
Semi-Powered Infiltration armor they wore suggested they were Threes. 
But Threes? _Here?_ Highly unlikely. Unlessa€l 

_Headhunters_, Rick realized. 

"Well, things just got a lot more interesting." 

"What do you mean?" Michael asked, 

Rick focused on him again. "What? Oh, nothing. So, to wrap up the 
rest of the story: Sergei, Sam, the Major and I ended up getting 
pulled out shortly after our Spartan graduation and stuck in cryo 
aboard the UNSC _Jack of all Trades. _Well, not all at once. The 
Major was first, and as such was frozen for seven years." 

"Why is that?" 

"What? The fact that she was stuck in a tube for that long?" 

Michael nodded. 

"I'm not exactly sure why, but she wasn't in the best of health 
during our last few month on Onyx. She seemed pale, weak, and always 
unsteady on her feet, like she was always dizzy and ready to fall 
down." He allowed himself a knowing smile that was half parts grim, 
half parts amused. "I thought she was going to die." 

They stayed in silence for no more than half a minute, the only 
sounds being their steady breathing and the muffled sounds from the 
mess hall. Michael was the one to break it. 

"If she was really as sick as you described, then how did she 
recover? " 

Rick sighed. "Honestly, Rookie, I wish I knew. As soon as she was 
taken out of cryo, she was whisked away to who-knows-where . They 
returned her to us a few days later, healthy." He gripped the edge of 
his seat. "And that's what bugs me." 

Michael didn't quite follow. "It bugs you that she was saved?" 

"No. It bugs me that I don't know _how_ she was saved. Ever since the 
beginninga€ 1 ever since we were revived, really. There has been so 
much kept from us. Sam, Sergei and I spent the first three years on 
that ship helping with repairs and upgrades. Then, suddenly, we're 
told we're to spend the remainder of our time aboard in cryo. Recon 
himself came out of nowhere. The day we stepped out of our tubes was 
the first time we had ever so much as seen him. Nobody told us who he 
was or where he came from." Rick thought about the day's earlier 
events, and the facility they had encountered. "And the secrets just 
keep piling on." 

"Well it is ONI. What did you expect? They don't exactly strike 
anyone who's ever liveda€"evera€"as the honest type." 

"But that's not the point though. It's not too hard for me to find 
out what ONI is keeping from us; I don't even bother calling them 
'secrets.' But these are just some of the things they've been 



hell-bent on keeping under wraps. These are the things that have been 
gnawing at me for eight years." 

"Do you want my opinion?" Michael asked immediately after he was 
finished . 

"Sure. " 

"Don't break your brain over this. You can't expect to have all the 
answers. If anything, you should be glad you got to spend four years 
of this war sleeping." 

Rick smiled a bit, the mood lightening up. "Yeah, but it still 
bothers me. I mean, that facility we investigated earlier had to have 
been abandoned for years, yet ONI sends us there _now? _What ' s the 
deal? And we even found a survivora€"where did he even come 
from? " 

"All in due time, Rick, " Michael said as if he knew something, which 
he didn't. Then his eyes wandered to the table the Major had been 
sitting at. 

"Uh, Ricka€ 1 should I be worrying about the fact that the Major is 
nowhere to be seen?" 

If Zulu-Three had been drinking something, he'd have done a spit-take 
right then and there. He settled for choking on his saliva. "Yes, 
Mikea€ 1 we should be very afraid." He got to his feet and headed for 
the door, motioning for Michael to follow, which he did. 

Out in the mess hall, Martin the Marinea€"the trooper who had been 
playing chess with the Majora€"was waiting for them, waving a piece 
of paper over his head. 

"You're Rick, right?" asked Martin the Marine. 

"Yeah," Rick replied cautiously. 

"Well, here, "a€"he handed the paper overa€""this is for you." 

Rick gave it a quick read. 

_Heeey buddya€ 1 how ya doing? That's good to hear. If you're reading 
this, then that means Martin did his job, and I owe him some animal 
crackers . Actually, he said I owe him some credits, but he's getting 
animal crackers. Anyway, by the time you read this. I'll be down in 
the training arena, decked out in that SPI armor I hoped I'd never 
have to use again. Bleh. But you know I can't resist a fight. You and 
Michael are welcome to watch; I'm expecting a crowd anyway, seeing as 
how easily excitable everyone is around here._ 

"Y'know, the Major is surprisingly articulate for someone who just 
finished drinking as much as she did, " Michael said, having read the 
note over Rick's shoulder. 

Rick shook his head and put the paper away. "This is what I was 
afraid of. C'mon Rookie, we need to go see thisa€l" 



><p><em>A few minutes priora€ 1 <em> 


Murdoch and Inso walked through the double-doors leading into the 
mess hall, eyes behind their visors taking stock. Inso tapped 
Murdoch's shoulder to get his attention, then pointed at someone and 
growled something that only his partner could understand. Murdoch 
took a look, then typed something into his tacpad and a picture 
appeared and took up half the space on his HUD. He looked at the 
picture and then studied the woman sitting at the table before 
allowing himself a smile. 

A perfect match. 

"C'mon, Inso, let's go greet the lovely young lady." 

The Major looked at the chess board with a sort of concentrat ion one 
could only attain after drinking enough alcohol, and her hand hovered 
over the pieces as if she were going to make a move. She picked up a 
rook, but instead of moving it to a spot on the board, she flicked it 
at Martin the Marine. It hit him in the eye. 

"King me, " she said. 

"Wh-what? I'm not going to king you!" 

She flicked another piece at his eye. "King me," she persisted. 

"Do you even know how to play the game?" 

"No, " she admitted. 

"Then why would you offer to play?" 

"I dunno . " The Major rolled the king around on the table. "I guess it 
was on a whim?" 

Martin rolled his eyes. "Whatever. Doesn't really matter anyway; I'm 
not going to king you." 

"Fine, " she huffed, "so I guess my next move will be king to e-_your 
face !_" 

She flicked the piece at him, this time catching him in the forehead. 
His eye twitched in irritation. Before anything could come of it, 
Murdoch and Inso approached their table, casting their tall shadows 
over the competing pair. The Major was the first to look up and 
speak . 

"Can Ia€"hic ! a€"help you?" 

Murdoch didn't have to smell the alcohol on her breath to realize she 
was drunk. "UhaClyeah. I suppose you could help us out, but you don't 
seem to have your wits about youa€ 1 " 

a€l_But at the same time, it could make this much easier, _he 
rationalized. 

"I can still help; it just depends on what you need, guy." 

"Are you sure?" Murdoch didn't feel like she would be able to do what 



he was about to ask. 


"Yeah, I'm sure. If I wasn't, I wouldn't be offering." 

"If you say so, but we need someone to spar with. I doubt you'll be 
able to stay up with all the movement that'll require." 

At the mention of an opportunity to fight, the Major's eyes gained a 
little twinkle. As whimsical as that sounds, this was nothing but a 
bad omen. 

"A fight?" 

"Actually, it's more like a friendly sparring maa€"" Murdoch began, 
but was cut off by the commotion caused when the Major jumped out of 
her seat . 

She suddenly seemeda€ 1 sober . 

"Sure, I'll fight you." 

"Great, but I'm still having doubts abouta€"" 

"Hey, don't worry about me. You two just worry about making it out of 
there in one piece." 

Murdoch was almost surprised by her brashness. "All right. Okay. If 
you're so sure you'll win, then let's do it." 

A small grin played across her face. "Yeah. This should be fun." She 
turned around to address Martin. "Do you have a pen and 
paper? " 

Surprisingly, he did. 

The Major took the materials and set the paper down on the chess 
board. She tapped the pen to her bottom lip. "Hmm, let's 
seea€ 1 _' Heeey buddya€l'_" 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Sergei watched the Headhunters from what the personnel on base 
affectionately called "The Skybox." This was because it was elevated 
off the ground, with its large glass panel facing the training arena, 
giving a perfect view of the largest room on base. Keeping in mind 
that Base Zulu's main purpose was to house a team of rather 
troublesome Spartans, the military engineers in charge of 
refurbishing the hotel added a massive training room with a 
constantly changing environment. Even now, several columns that 
reached from the ground to the ceiling were returning to their 
natural positions underneath the floor. <p> 

"Hey, big guy!" 

The towering Russian turned at the sound of Rick's voice. It was easy 
enough to find him and Michael amidst the crowd. They had to push a 
bit to finally reach him. 

Rick looked at the Headhunter pair through the glass panel as they 
stood in the middle of the room, surveying their surroundings. 



_Even more questions without answers, _ Rick thought. Although he 
seemed calm on the outside, anxiety was tugging at his heart. 

He set the feeling and his questions aside and then turned to Sergei. 
"How did you hear about this?" 

"I heard about fight when little Army men started to talk about a 
'friendly sparring match.'" Sergei kept his eyes on the 
Headhuntersa€"his expression neutral. "It won't be friendly." 

"So I take it the Major isn't too keen on having a slow-paced 
practice session, " Michael concluded. 

"Exactly," Rick confirmed. "If we're lucky, they'll put up a good 
enough fight to survive. If we're luckier, they'll win." 

"Whoa, wait a minute! What do you mean by 'if we're lucky, they'll 
survive ' ? " 

"Exactly what it sounds like. Rookie." Rick sounded surprisingly 
calm . 

"So that bit about her being a threat to anyone in the immediate 
vicinity wasn't an exaggeration?" 

"Nope . " 

Michael joined them in staring at the Headhunters down below. What 
Rick had said made him extremely uneasy, to say the least. The 
possibility of his new team leader murdering these two in what was 
supposed to be nothing more than a spara€ 1 How could he follow someone 
like that? But then again, these were battle-hardened 
mena€"super-soldiers of humanity. They were more than capable of 
defending themselves. 

_But Rick made it sound like they already have no chance . And he does 
know what she's capable ofa€l_ 

Down in the training arena, a large door slid apart slowly, each 
second full of tension as everyone in the Skybox got a little closer 
to the glass panel. The Major stepped out in standard SPI armor, 
looked the room over, and then walked to meet the men in the middle. 
Each footstep echoed throughout the cavernous room, serving to 
heighten the quiet anxiety from the audience. 

Michael caught himself in the silence that had fallen over the booth, 
realizing that at this point all he could do was sit back and 
watch . 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Murdoch studied the Major as she made her way to them. Each step 
seemed to be deliberately slow, but not unnaturally so. She seemed to 
be relishing the noticeable anticipation that built up in the 
crowd . <p> 

_Little minx. Matches the description. _Murdoch stored that mental 
note in one of the deepest recesses of his brain to be retrieved 
later. _A11 right then. This should be interest ing ._ 



The Major stopped two meters away from them, and their world was 
quiet . 


"I've never seen anyone use the Drunken Boxing style," Murdoch said, 
speaking up for the sake of having some noise. "Should be 
interesting . " 

He could only imagine the grin on her face right now. "Oh, you'd be 
surpriseda€ 1 " the Major said, "a€ll sober up quickly." 

"Good to know this won't be so easy, then." Murdoch looked at their 
audience. "They seem pretty anxious to see this fight get 
underway . " 

"It's not a fiii-iiight, " she singsonged. 

"Buta€ 1 you ' re the one who kept calling it a fighta€l" 

"Good word, sir! Are you perchance calling me a liar?" she said with 
her best Victorian-era accent . 

"0-kay?" 

"Yes. Thou barest to slander my good name? Or something." 

"I have no idea what you're doinga€"" 

"Lies ! " 

Murdoch sighed and rolled his eyes like a [Insert blatant stereotype 
here]. "Okay, fine. Screw it. Insoa€"sic her." 

Inso was a blur of movement as he rushed her with surprising 
speed . 

"Oh shit." The Major took a step back. 

Inso's attacks were quick, powerful jabs that lacked finesse; the 
Major dodged them with agility and ease. The only attacks she 
delivered were those she used to redirect his blows, effectively 
using his own power against him. 

They moved as they fought: her backwards, him forwards. The added 
movement just gave Inso something else to focus on, detracting from 
his concentrat ion on the Major. 

Which was exactly what she was counting on. Now all she needed to do 
was keep up her defense and wait for an opportunity to 
counterattack . 

_There!_ A break in his attack pattern: his usual jabs were replaced 
by a right hook. The Major's hand shot out and caught his attacking 
limb at the bend. Her free hand struck three times in quick 
succession: an uppercut to the armpit, a palm strike to his chest, 
and a spear-hand strike to the throat. Inso took two unmeasured, 
clumsy steps back and made the terrible mistake of blinking. The 
Major spun on one foot and kicked out high with the other. She caught 
him under the chin and knocked him off his feet. 



Not a second had passed before Murdoch (literally) jumped into the 
fray, his knee out to strike. The Major blocked and stepped back. 

They wasted no time at all in getting back into the fight. Murdoch 
was much more precise, yet slower than Inso, and his attacks carried 
less weight behind them. The Major noted this as she deflected one of 
his blows. 

_Should be easier to block. _ 

Murdoch kicked out at waist levela€"the Major took the hit. Her arm 
wrapped around his leg faster than he could recover, and pain lanced 
through his body as she brought her fist down on his knee. She was 
faster than he could have ever expected, and never saw her foot hook 
behind his ankle. 

She pulled and he fell over on his back. Murdoch expected her to wail 
on him, so he breathed a sigh of relief when she instead jumped away 
and backpedalled. Inso ran at her at full speed. 

Murdoch got to his feet, the pain in his knee far from subsiding. 
_Shit, that hurts, _he couldn't help but think. He tried to run back 
into battle, but found that to be difficult when all he could do was 
hobble around on his bum leg. _Just ignore ita€l_ 

The ground underneath his feet suddenly started to changea€"rising 
into a pillar made of white, hexagonal tiles. This pillar rose to be 
about a quarter height of the training arena, which was still pretty 
high. Murdoch had to fight to keep himself steady and avoid falling 
of f . 

Speaking of fights, Inso and the Major fought atop a platform of the 
same elevation as his pillar. The only problem was it was too far for 
him to jump to; he wagered it was a good seven yards away from him. 
Conveniently enough, a bridge started to construct itself piece by 
piece after he took that measurement. Murdoch ran across and did his 
best not to attract the Major's attention. After all, he enjoyed 
having all his bones where they belonged. 

Inso jumped and kicked at head level. The Major ducked and swept his 
legs out from under him. 

_His movement is too stiff, _she thought as he went down. _Fast, 
sure. But he's just raw power. _She placed her foot on his chest. 
_Also: stiff. Heh-heh._ 

The she rolled him off the platform, sending him plunging to his 
doom . 

"No!" Murdoch yelled feebly. 

Another pillar rose past them at breakneck speed with Inso lying on 
top, making Murdoch's theatrics a bit unnecessary. 

Murdoch then realized two things: 1) he'd been reaching out to try 
and help his partner, despite being too far to be able to do 
anything, and 2) the Major was looking right at him. 

Murdoch soon found himself knocked off the bridge. 



><p>"Well, the bigger guy has stamina, " Rick said, assessing how the 
fight was going. The end results he was getting varied greatly. 
"That's good. If they can't beat her on even ground then they can at 
least wear her down."<p> 

"Since when has a two-on-one fight been considered 'even ground'?" 
This came from a woman Michael had yet to meet. 

So he turned around to meet her. 

She was a woman of light complexion (and that's putting it mildly) 
whose round, hazel eyes set off alarm bells in his head the second he 
looked into them. Not the good kind, either. More like the ones that 
signal an incoming nuclear strike. Why this was, he had no idea 
(after all, he'd just met her) . But he couldn't shake the feeling 
that he'd spotted a hint of malevolence right before she'd 
blinked . 

Her disheveled, coppery hair spilled past her shoulder blades and 
seemed to sell the point that she was not one to be trifled 
with . 

That is, if you want to reinforce stereotypes. 

Rick turned away from the fight to address her properly. "Whenever 
the Major's that one person, it's usually a fair fight. You should 
know this, Sam." 

_Sama€ 1 _Michael remembered Rick mentioning a Sam. _He kind of 
alluded to the idea that she's unstable. _ 

A half-smirk peeled her straight lips as she looked him over. "So 
you're the new guy?" 

Michael nodded slowly. "Yes, that's me. I'll be the medic for the 
team . " 

"Medic?" she asked earnestly. 

"Uha€lyeah. Medic." 

Sam's smirk turned into a grin. She placed her hands underneath her 
chin and drummed her fingers together. "Excellent." 

Michael stepped away and put Rick in between them. 

"Oh, by the way, that's Sam," Rick said, finally speaking up. "She's 
our pilot, as well as our knife-wielding, homicidal 
psychopath . " 

Michael was surprised to see Sam wasn't the least bit 
insulted . 

"Yep, that's mea€ 1 " She withdrew her combat knife from the sheath 
strapped to her thigh, then licked along the (dangerously) sharp 
edge. "a€lJust a bit crazy." 

Two thoughts crossed Michael's mind: _How did she do that and not cut 
her tongue? _And the less coherent. 



_HOLYFUCKINGSHITSHE ' SGOINGTOKILLMEINMYSLEEP !_ 

It was then that he noticed the malevolence in her eyes again and 
came to a disturbing conclusion. That first time he'd seen it, it 
hadn't gone away. 

It was always there. 

•:k ^ ^ 


><p>The Major feigned left and went right instead, upper body 
twisting to dodge Inso's predictable jab and to deal a shovel hook to 
his ribs. Inso staggered back as he struggled to get some oxygen back 
into his lungs. The Major pressed what she thought was an advantage, 
but the reality was that her opponent was a resilient fellow. <p> 

She kicked straight, and her sole caught his side. Inso spun due to 
unsure footing, and his arm went wild. His fist caught the Major 
across the face, knocking her off balance and sending her to the edge 
of the platform. Her arms windmilled as she struggled to stay on. 

Inso steadied himself, then growled as he approached her. 

_Crap,_ was all she could think at the moment. 

Inso stepped closer, mimicking the way she'd entered the arena, only 
he was planning on returning the favor i.e. send her face-planting. 

He brought his arm back, fist clenched tightly in anger. Everything 

was still for a fraction if a seconda€ 1 and then he 

struckaG" 

a€"another pillar raced up to tower over them, scraping against the 
Major's back in the process and sending her stumbling at Inso. She 
just managed to duck under his attacking arm, her fist connecting 
with his stomach. He doubled over while she rose behind him and drove 
her elbow into the small of his back. He fell, but the Major kicked 

him out of the air and sent him flying into Murdoch, who had just 

jumped onto their platform. A set of steps appeared behind the Major, 
so she took them down two at a time. 

"I just can't catch a break today, can I?" said Murdoch as he pushed 
his partner off himself. 

Murdoch stood up and flexed his shoulders. He grimaced as he felt a 

few things pop back into place. _Eeels better than having my ass 

handed to me._ 

That fall must have done something to his head, because it took him 
too long to notice that a certain someone was missing. When he did 
notice, it hit him like a ton of rocks. 

Murdoch's instincts told him, begged him even, to search for her 
f rant icallya€"to lose his shit. But he clamped down on those impulses 
and instead looked the room over with the cool professionalism of 
someone who ' d done this before in a similar situation. What struck 
him wasn't a fist, or a foot, but the surprise of seeing the steps 
that hadn't been there before. 

_Impressive room,_ he thought as he approached them. _Wouldn't mind 
using it again. _ 



This set of steps ran down until it connected with a bridge made of 
the same white, hexagonal tiles that made up the entire arena. The 
Major was waiting for them on the opposite end, waving. 

Consider Murdoch's jimmies, rustled. 

"Inso, do you want toa€"?" 

His partner didn't need to be prompted. Inso ran to the end of the 
platform and jumped. At this height a normal person would have broken 
quite a few bones upon landing, but for his armor and strong-as-f *ck 
skeleton, it was no problem. 

His leap sent him clear over the steps and he landed on the bridge, 
knees bent and arms hanging limply in front of him. The sound of such 
an intense landing resonated throughout the arena. Inso stood at full 
(intimidating) height, shoulders rising and slumping with every loud 
breath. Murdoch immediately regretted sending him first. 

Inso took off at full pelt and had covered half the necessary 
distance by the time Murdoch made it onto the bridge. 

_Please don't murder each other, _ Murdoch pleaded. _Please don't 
murder each other. _ 

As if the arena had heard and considered his request worthy, the 
ground in front of Inso dropped straight down before he could even 
consider stopping, and his foot caught nothing but air. He fell out 
of view. Murdoch didn't stop running but instead jumped over the pit 
and landed safely on the Major's side of the 
bridge . 

Wait . 

a€ 1 landed safely on the Major's side of the bridge. 
a€l "safely" on the Major's side of the bridge. 
a€ 1 the MajoraCl 

He didn't realize how screwed he was right away. 

Murdoch looked into the hole left in the ground, his curiosity 
getting the better of him. The fact that he couldn't see the bottom 
told him all he needed to know about their elevation. "Sure hope he's 
okayaC 1 " he said under his breath. 

"Oh, I'm sure he's fine," said the Major, suddenly next to him and 
waving away his concern as if it were senseless. 

"How did youa€"?" Murdoch started, but stopped himself and punched 
for her head instead. 

The Major dropped until her knees almost hit the ground and thrust 
her fist into his stomach; Murdoch crumpled like a leaf at the 
semi-sucker punch. The smaller Spartan didn't skip a beat and shot 
up, her uppercut almost toppling him over. She placed her foot 
against his chest and kicked him back (although it was more a push 
than a kick) . 



Murdoch didn't fight back and landed a bit farther away than he 
should havea€"about six feet away. The Major took a confident step 
forward, only to be stopped by Inso jumping in between the two of 
them, fists crashing into the ground like some sort of enraged 
primate . 

The Major advanced on him, but Inso lashed out with a hammer blow. 

She was forced to back-step, then dance away before Murdoch could 
land a hit on her. 

Now with a few moments to herself and some decent distance between 
them, the Major could study the condition she'd left her opponents in 
and plan accordingly. Murdoch stood tall and straight, one arm 
clenched and tense with the other loose at his side. Inso was 
slouching a bit with his arms dangling at his sidesa€"a strange 
combat pose if she'd ever seen one. 

The Major hopped from foot to foot, imitating a professional boxer as 
she shifted her glance between the Spartans. "Float like a Moonlight 
Butterfly, sting like a Hornet Ring, " she said just loud enough for 
her to hear. 

Well, RooMlE also heard. 

_Major, now isn't really the time for _that . 

_Well tell me then: When is it time for _that? 

There was no reply. 

"Dammit, woman! Why won't you answer me?!" 

Murdoch and Inso exchanged confused looks. The Major didn't even 
notice . 

Murdoch opened up a private COM link with Inso and started to run him 
through his plan. "I'm going to need you to keep her distracted while 
I go around back." 

Inso grunted in response. 

"You'll see how." Murdoch looked over the edge of the bridge before 
turning back to his partner. "Trust me." 

And then he jumped off. 

Inso didn't look longer than he needed to and did what had been 
requested of him. The Major didn't notice he'd been approaching until 
he was a mere two feet away. She struck first. 

Inso ignored the painfully well-placed hits that made it past his 
blocka€"every two out of three strikes. He shifted his weight to his 
off-foot, then violently broke his own x-block just as she was about 
to jab. Inso's arms uncoiled like whips, and just as quick too, 
forcing the Major back and giving him the precious second he needed 
to prepare his counterattack . 

Inso clawed at her once, and then again, but this time he allowed the 
momentum of his swing to carry him, allowing him to spin three-sixty 
degrees. He faced her, crouched, and clawed with both hands, all in 



the span of half a second. 


The Major had to jump away to evade, thinking, _What was that 
supposed to accomplia€"_ 

Something connected with her back just her feet touched the ground, 
sending her stumbling back into Inso. He was ready for her. 

Inso's palm slammed into her visor, and his fingers immediately 
squeezed down on her helmet. He picked her up with as much effort as 
it would take to raise his hand, then threw her right back into the 
ground in the same motion. A booming _thum _resounded throughout the 
arena . 

Their audience winced. 

Black stars exploded in the Major's vision, her breath left her 
lungs, and her forehead hurt from being knocked into the front of her 
helmet . 

_Okay. He seems pissed, _she managed to think through a haze. 

From her position on the ground she could her the Headhunters getting 
closer, despite the blood flowing to her ears. 

_Wakey, wakey, Majora€l _RooMiE said patronizingly. _You might want 
to get up, unless you'd rather be coughing up teeth later on._ 

The Major decided to heed the advice. She lashed out at Murdoch with 
her legs, completely missing but having the desired effect of getting 
him to back off. She rolled back until her weight rested on her 
shoulders and hands, and then pushed and kicked out. She was in the 
air for no longer than a second before she was back in the fight, 
crouching low and ready for whatever they could throw at her. 

From behind she could hear Murdoch running, and Inso started to move 
in front of her. 

Runninga€ 1 

a€ 1 runninga€ 1 

a€ 1 runa€"the beat was off. 

The Major's arm shot to her side. A moment later, Murdoch's leg 
connected with her forearm. She stepped back and elbowed him; she 
didn't know where, but she knew it had just bought her some (short) 
time. She approached Inso and grabbed his elbow mid-hook as her knee 
struck his stomach, and he staggered back. Using the Headhunters' 
closeness to her advantage, she kicked back and punched straight 
simultaneously; torso, arm, and leg parallel to the ground. She 
knocked them back. 

Murdoch blinked, and just as his eyes opened the Major was too close 
for him to be comfortable. He swung, trying to clothesline her, but 
she ducked under his offending arm and sprung up behind him. He was 
quick to stop his attack at the apex, and then brought his arm back. 
However, the Major was quicker. She sidestepped and caught his wrist 
before his arm could connect . She kicked low, at waist level, and 
then high, her leg connecting with Murdoch's leg, midriff, and 



forehead. Before he could avoid it, the Major spun as she jumped in a 
full circle. At one-eighty degrees, her leg angled out; at three 
fifty-nine, she kicked out. 

Such force knocked Murdoch off his unsteady feet, and he slid on his 
back before he recovered and utilized his own momentum to roll back 
and take a knee. He'd done it just in the nick of time, too. Behind 
him, the bridge endeda€"the fall looked like it would hurt. 

Murdoch got up and readied himself, expecting the Major to press her 
advantage. Yet, when he looked at her, she was waving. He dropped his 
guard. Strange. She wasn'ta€" 

Murdoch let out an "Oof!" as a small flying circular plat f orma€"the 
same one he'd used to get behind the Major earliera€"slammed into his 
side and swatted him off the bridge like an annoying pest. 

The Major watched with satisfaction, smiling pleasantly to 
herself a€ 1 until she heard heavy footfalls behind her. She whipped 
around to see Inso in the air with his fists over his head, aiming 
for her. She didn't think, but acted. She dove in his direction, and 
he landed on the spot she'd been standing on, hands slamming into the 
ground so hard they almost left dents. The Major watched with 
astonishment from her position on the ground. 

Inso didn't get up right away. A deep rumbling crept up from the back 
of his throat, getting louder by the second as he turned his head to 
look at her from over his shoulder. The Major got up slowly, 
cautiously. Inso shot upright, now facing her, and roared 
f erociouslya€"the first sort of real, raw emotion from him. It was 
primal, guttural, angrya€ 1 and almost inhuman. 

Almost . 

He jumped at her again, and she leapt away. Inso recovered much 
quicker this time and rushed her. The Major suddenly perceived time 
slower, adrenaline kicking in almost voluntarily as she looked her 
running opponent over. She studied him efficiently enough to find her 
target just as he was ready to slam her into the ground. 

The Major hopped to his side when he released his overhand punch, 
leaving him open to attack during his recovery. Her leg hit the back 
of his knees; his legs buckled and he fell, but managed to catch 
himself on his hands. The Major made to kick Inso's face in while he 
was down, but she hadn't counted on him catching her by the ankle. 
Before she could retaliate, he gave her a hard shove and, try as she 
might, could not keep her balance. She fell onto her back and her 
vision split for a second, then focused again. Inso was standing over 
her with his leg lifted up to knee length, ready to stomp her into 
dust . 

_Shit !_ 

Inso brought his foot down. The Major log-rolled away. 

_Shit, shit, crap! _she thought with each roll and subsequent 
stomp . 

She narrowly avoided getting hita€lbut ended up rolling right off the 
bridge. The Major's heart skipped a beat at the sudden decline in 



elevation, and the jolt in her brain shot to her arm. She grabbed for 
the ledge and caught it before she could fall any farther. 


The Major hung there, her eyes attracted to what was below her, which 
was a lot of empty space before she'd land rather uncomfortably at 
the bottom. She allowed herself to laugh nervously at the close call. 
Then a shadow fell over her like a cloud come to rain on her 
parade . 

What a sucky parade . 

The Major looked up slowly and tentatively. She already knew what was 
going to happen, but that didn't make facing it any easier. Inso was 
kneeling down right at the bridge's edge and looking down at her. He 
was no longer making any sounds, yet somehow this managed to show his 
contempt better than any snarl or bellow. The Major made no move to 
get back atop the bridge. 

Inso curled the fingers of one hand and raised his arm over his 
head . 

_Heh-heh, mind the fall,_ RooMlE said as the Major engineered a way 
out of her predicamenta€"one that would leave her body as humanoid as 
possible, of course. She brought her free hand up as if to grab the 
ledgea€ 1 

Inso jabbeda€"she let go. Her free hand caught his fist and her other 
one latched on to his bicep. His knee slipped, he was almost dragged 
down with her, but he just managed to dig his foot into the ground 
and shove his fingertips into the tiny space between two tiles. He 
tottered at the edge. This would not do. 

The Major tucked her knees in to her chest, then placed her feet 
flush against the side of the bridge. She pushed with her legs and 
pulled on his arm simultaneously. Inso could not keep his balance 
with his poor grip on the bridge and fell over. 

The Major released his fist but kept her grip on his arm firm as they 
dropped down. She used this to get closer to him, which was 
considerably harder to do when in the air than with some ground to 
step on. The Major let loose with a barrage of blows to his giant 
visor that just begged to be punched. Inso held up his arm to protect 
himself (which didn't work out too well), but sacrificed protection 
for offensive tactics when he reached for her throat. His fingers 
scraped against his target, yet she was able to twist away and 
prevent them from wrapping around her. He still got a hold of her 
armor's collar though. He pulled her in close and was just about 
ready to beat her into a comaa€" 

a€"when the two crash-landed a bit earlier than they should have, her 
on him. (Apparently, the arena had decided to be courteous and gave 
them a platform to land on.) 

They wasted nary a second in getting back into the fight. The Major 
held Inso's head back and prepared a spear-hand strike to his exposed 
throat. Inso was quick to get her off of himself with a double-booted 
kick to the chest. She found herself sprawled out on the floor. She 
kip-upped before he could take advantage. But as it turned out, she 
needn't worry about that, as Inso was crouched on the other side of 
the platform, shaking due to who-knows-what . 



The shaking got more and more violent as the Major watched on, 
interested. He was growling just loud enough for her to hear (he 
seemed to have a problem with expressing his thoughts vocally) . 
Finally, he snapped up and roared once again, this one louder than 
the last time. The Major steeled herself for the worst. 

In the time it would take you to snap your fingers, Inso was already 
running and halfway to her. The Major relaxed her muscles and bent 
her knees. When the beast was upon her, stomping his foot into the 
ground, she lunged back headfirst, landed in a handstand, then pushed 
off from the floor and sprung back. The maneuver workeda€"her back 
handspring allowed for her to avoid his attack and put some distance 
in between them. She repeated this over and over again, once for each 
of his attacks. Inso's jabs, hooks, and crosses could not find a spot 
for his fist to nestle in comfortably (preferably her face) . 

Inso took one more step than usual to ensure a good hit, but he never 
got so much a chance to clench his fist. When the Major's legs swung 
up, her toes caught him under his chin, stopping him in his tracks as 
his head snapped back. She sprung forward with arms outstretched the 
second her feet touched the ground. Her shoulder slammed into his gut 
and her arms instinctively wrapped themselves around his midsection. 
The force was enough to knock him off the platform, but she didn't 
let go as he plunged downa€ 1 downa€ 1 downa€ 1 

As they got closer and closer to the bottom, colossal pillars rose 
from the ground to surround the falling duo, forming a massive ring. 
It would seem like the environment was purposefully shaping itself to 
keep them going at it. They soon fell out of view (pun completely 
intended) from the audience. A few members of the crowd actually 
tried to get closer to the glass panel or peer over their peers to 
get a better look at what they expected to be a spectacular crash. It 
didn't work. 

A minute had passed with no signs of them being grounded yet, but 
they must have by then. The fall hadn't been from a height big enough 
to justify them still being in the air. The pillars finished their 
ring, only for more pillars within said ring to rise up and do the 
same. Soon enough there were seven smaller rings within the much 
bigger one, each taller than the last but smaller in circumf erence . 
All room for any extra rings had been exhausted, leaving only space 
for one last pillar to rise, smack-dab in the middle of the towering, 
makeshift structure. Inso and the Major had yet to be seen. 

It could have been five seconds or five minutes that the crowd had 
been collectively holding their breath in anticipation of the reveal. 
(But it probably wasn't the latter. Most of them would have passed 
out by then.) All except Rick and Sam, who both already knew the 
outcome. Rick's erratic, calculating mind had come to the only 
logical conclusion to the match a quarter way through the fight, 
while Sam just knew the Major too well. 

The final pillar rose silently into the sky, the sight atop it 
reminiscent of what one might find in a trophy case. Inso was lying 
on his back, an arm and leg slumping over the edge, and the Major was 
standing with her foot on his chest as if to display her conquest for 
all to see. She looked out at the crowd, smiling for the 
(nonexistent) cameras. From the Skybox, the view was something to 
behold. She stood at the peak of a pyramid of white t ilesa€"which 



seemed to be a monument in tribute to her victorya€"while her foe lay 
beaten and battered at her feet . 

The Major took the moment to drink it all in. After all, what's the 
point of winning if you can't revel in your victory? 

The arena started to return to its usual, bland self, the white tiles 
retracting into the floor and walls. Considering the Spartans had 
been the center of attention throughout the session, hardly anyone 
had noticed that the rest of the arena resembled something of an 
obstacle course, its many pillars and platforms forming gigantic 
buildings, thin bridges resembling trapeze wires, and even swinging 
pendulums. An impressive training room, indeed. 

The Ma jor ' s ... "victory pyramid" was the last thing that went 
underground, leaving her and an unconscious Inso grounded. 

_Clank! Clank! Clank !_ 

The sound of obnoxiously loud footfalls came from behind her. (The 
long spacing in between them told her the person walking was injured. 
Murdoch.) Sure enough, good ol ' Murdo was there when she turned 
around. His shoulders were slumped, his breathing was ragged, and 
there was a limp to his gait. The Major did nothing to stop him as he 
got closer to her. He stopped in front of her, tried to straighten 
up, then made to hit her. His arm dropped as it swung. 

"Aw, fuck it. I'm done," he said, defeated. Then he collapsed. 

The Major looked around, grinned, and then gestured aa€ 1 gesture that 
would have pissed off the Headhunters if they weren't 
unconscious . 

Well ! What is it ! 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Director Garrison waited in his office for the Major to pop in 
for the third time that day. He looked over the files he was about to 
send to Christopher Powell, a man that wasn't very important. Well, 
except for the fact that he was the one that not only signed Director 
Garrison's paychecks, but was also the true director of their little 
project. The "Director" in "Director Garrison" was just a formality 
with Powell away from the team.<p> 

Director Garrison scrolled his mouse over one of the text documents 
and skimmed through it again. 

"a€l missing civiliansaC 1 complex abandonedaC 1 huge spike in some kind 
of activityaCl" he muttered. 

He closed the report, satisfied that it contained all available 
information they had on the curious situation they found themselves 
in. That was when the Major stepped inside, or, rather, _stumbled_ 
inside. Alexandria had brought her to him, as per his request. 
Although it seemed that she might have used excessive force, if the 
way the Major was holding her head was any indication. Director 
Garrison had to question it. 

"What happened?" 



The Major kicked the visitors' chair aside and sat cross-legged on 
the floor. "Ms. Corruo here is much more interested in hitting me 
than making friends." She leaned back on her hands. "Quite rude, 
actually. And painful." 

She turned around from her spot on the ground to look at Alex. "Wanna 
kiss it, make it better?" 

The Corporal kind of beamed at that proposal. She didn't get to act 
on it . 

"Corporal, if you willaCl" The Director waved his hand towards the 
door . 

"ButaC 1 " she started, "aClkiss." 

The Major just cocked her head to the side curiously. 

Alex fought to keep what little composure she had left. 

_Don't be so impulsive, Alex. Lest you jump her bones. _ 

Director Garrison looked at her expectantly. Corruo sighed inwardly 
and nodded grudgingly before going out the automatic door. 

The Major got up and used her elbows to rest on the Director's desk. 
"Geesh, Garry. Where'd you find her?" 

"You mean you don't remember her?" 

"No. It's funny, she asked the same thing when I met her earlier 
today . " 

"What do you mean you met her earlier today? You met hera€"wait, 
that's irrelevant right now." 

The Director typed something up and brought up several different 
windows on his monitor, each one displaying a different bit of 
information on the assignment he was about toaCl assign. 

"All right, so you're probably wondering why I brought you in." 

"The thought did cross my mind, yeah." 

"I think you'll be interested to know that we already found the owner 
of the facility." 

The Major raised an eyebrow. "That was fast." 

"Indeed. I wasn't expecting a name so soon, especially from a company 
that doesn't so much as print its name on its employees' ID cards. 
Although we wouldn't have found them so soon if they hadn't come to 


"_They_ came to us?" The Major wore a look of legitimate surprise. 
"That's a new one." 

"It caught me off guard, too. About an hour into the search, I got a 
message saying this." 



He turned the monitor so she could see. It was your average encrypted 
e-mail, with the subject reading, _Trial and Error, _ and with a 
simple message typed up: _Meet us._ An obscure set of coordinates 
followed . 

"Ooh, spooky." The Major wiggled her fingers at him to elaborate. 

"I had no idea who ' d sent the message at first, but then I downloaded 
the files they'd attacheda€"after several extensive scans, of 
course . " 

He brought up a picture showing the site of destruction, complete 
with dead Elites. 

"Neat-o! We have stalkers." 

"Now, despite what my intuition tells me, you are to head to the 
location they've given us and find out just what is going on." 

"Ah, we're off to solve a mystery! That'll be one down, several 
others to go . " 

"Several?" Director Garrison reclined in his chair. "How so?" 

The Major grinned. "Director, I didn't know you were interested in 
our concerns . " 

Director Garrison shrugged. "Well, if I wasn't, our human resources 
person would be quick to get on my ass about it." 

"Wait. We have a human resources person?" 

"No," he said flatly. 

"Didn't think so," she replied quickly, "but that doesn't 
mattera€" just answer me this: What interest did ONI have in this 
building? " 

The Director sighed. "I thought that ' d be your question. Okay, pay 
attention . " 

He typed on his keyboard again and brought up a 3D model of the 
facility and the surrounding geographical features. It was presented 
in a top-down view. 

"This is just a recreation of what we picked up yesterday." 

The image stayed as it was for ten seconds. Then twenty. Then thirty. 
The Major must have been missing something, because by the fortieth 
second there was still nothing. But then there was. 

Erom the 3D facility, somethinga€ 1 pulsed . The recreation was raw, but 
she knew what it was . 

"That seemed to be a big burst of electromagnet ic radiation, " she 
said . 

"That's right. Something like thisa€10f course it's going to get our 
attention. With Powell's go-ahead, we sent you there. Unfortunately, 



as you all now know, this held no answers." 

"And now I'm supposed to go out and talk to this mysterious e-mail 
messenger of yours that probably has the answers we're looking for, 
but they most likely won't be what we want to hear." 

"Correct . " 

The Major studied him for a moment before she jumped back and clapped 
her hands once. "Okay!" She turned around and headed for the 
door . 

"Oh, and Major, just two more things." 

She faced him again. 

"Take this chip." He held out a small wafer-sized disk to her, which 
she took. "It might help. And also, don't bother getting in your 
armor. If you're going to be our ambassador, we don't need you 
scaring our lead." 

The Major chuckled softly. "Okay, fine, Garry. But armor or no, I 
plan on leaving an impression." 

And with a wicked grin she was out the door. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Easter egg count: 5<strong> 

**-That book had nothing to do with killing mockingbirds** 
****-That story should have never been written...**** 

**-Someone in Florida is Cry-ing right now** 

**-Prepare to die... (One quote spoken and one gesture pertain to 
this . ) ** 

**Line from the next chapter:** 

_**Don't follow,**** dummy. **_ 


4 . Everybody Likes a Hybrid 

Chapter 4 : A Tale of Two Groups of Super-Powered 
Super-Soldiers 

** [July 24, 2552** 

**1643 hours** 

**Outside of **_**Trial and Error * *_* *buildinga€"at given 
coordinates** 

**Planet ReachaCl]** 

_It ' s hot._ That was the one thought that dominated Rick's mind as he 
stood in the middle of _Icarus's _cargo bay. Sure, he was also taking 



into account that the fact that they had the low, uneven, unsteady 
ground put them at a disadvantage if this was a trap, but the climate 
was the one thing that came back to him. 

A gust of wind blew into the Pelican, bringing in sand that stung his 
eyes and got in his mouth. He spit it out in annoyance. 

The location they'd received sent them out to the middle of nowhere, 
which just so happened to be a desert. Yes, the entire desert. The 
temperature had to be somewhere in the triple digits. Highly 
uncomfortable for him, but apparently the Major had no problem with 
it . 

She sat at the foot of the Pelican's ramp, feet dug into the sandy 
desert floor, leaning back on one hand and using the other to pick up 
handfuls of sand, which she afterwards let fall from between her 
fingers. She looked out at the surrounding sand dunes with childlike 
wonder. Rick couldn't understand how she could just do that and not 
show the slightest sign of discomfort. When you also took into 
account that not only was she wearing a jacket, but it was made out 
of black leather, she should have been sweating more than he was. 

That equally black hair of hers couldn't have been doing her any 
favors either. 

Rick didn't know if it was just his eyes playing a cruel trick on 
him, but he swore he saw a man making his way over to them from the 
five-story complex belonging to _Trial and Error. _ The Major 
confirmed he was real when she stood up. Rick called for Sam to join 
them . 

The man reached them before a minute had passed. He wore blindingly 
white coveralls and black-tinted goggles, no doubt to protect him 
from the heat. He only motioned for them to follow him before he 
turned and walked back to the building. Sam closed up the Pelican and 
they followed. 

In Rick's quite honest opinion, the walk was worse than the wait. At 
least then there wasn't any sand seeping into his shoes. And less 
movement. Sam wasn't a fan either. They would have run for the 
entrance, but that ' d only further their discomposure. They couldn't 
have reached their destination any sooner. 

The doors automatically slid open for them, and the cool air from 
inside washed over them like a wave of the coldest water. It was all 
too welcome. Once inside, the man turned to them and spoke. 

"Which one of you is in charge?" 

The Major raised her hand. "That'd be me." 

He looked at her dubiously, but didn't question her. "You'll come 
with me to meet Mr. Zhou, and your companions are welcome to wait in 
our lounge room." 

Rick opened his mouth to voice a concern, but the Major stopped him. 
"That'll be fine. Let's go already." 

As they walked off, the Major had to turn around and give him a look 
that said, _Don't follow, dummy. _Rick obeyed, but not willingly. 



He looked around for something to keep his ever active and analytical 
mind busy. He supposed what he was standing in the middle of was a 
lobby, though it was a very bland one. Its chipped plaster walls 
looked like they were in desperate need of a fresh coat of paint and 
the light was dim and coming from cracked light fixtures. An 
unoccupied counter (shaped like a semicircle) rested near the back 
wall, barren and lifeless. To his right there was a sliding door with 
no obvious way of opening it. It didn't look like it would budge. The 
only thing he could do to spend the time was join Sam in the lounge 
room, which was to his left. He decided to take the man with the 
goggles' offer. 

The lounge wasn't much, but then, he supposed it didn't have to be 
much at all. There were chairs lined up all along the back and side 
walls, and a stack of science magazines sat neatly on a coffee table 
in the middle of the room. Sam was by the water cooler, downing her 
fifth Styrofoam cup of water. 

"Whya€"why do these cups have to be so damn small?" she asked nobody. 
"They give you so many, but they're not big enough!" 

Rick took a seat in the chair closest to her. "You seem 
thirsty . " 

Sam took another long gulp and looked him dead in the eyes. "What? 

You telling me you're not?" 

"I never said that." 

Sam held out another cup of water. "Then drink." 

Rick took the water but eyed it suspiciously. 

"Oh, come on. I didn't do anything to it." She leered at him. "Just 
what kind of friend do you think I am?" 

"Well, you know what they say: 'With friends like thesea€ 1 '" He 

brought the cup closer to his eye. "And besides, it's not you I'm 
worried about . " 

"Are you afraid they'll poison you?" she teased. 

"Us . " 

Sam looked at him inquisitively. 

"You drank the water," he reminded her. "And you're still drinking 

it . " 

She looked at her reflection in the clear liquid. "Shit." 

Rick looked at her, but, regardless of what he'd just said, downed 
his water anyways. It was cool, refreshing, and reinvigorating. Sam 
only gave hers a nervous glance. 

"Seeing as how you're not dead or dying yet," Rick explained, "the 
water's probably fine. Probably." 


Sam let her drink fall out of her hand. 



Rick set his cup down on the coffee table and looked through the 
stack of magazines. Two caught his interest. One had a cover that was 
a very shiny silver in color and was titled _A Biological Interest. 
_The other was colored rusty orange and read _Natural Selection, _ and 
under that, _The Strongest of Us All. _It seemed to have seen some 
rough times, but it was still readable nonetheless. He set that one 
down and opened up the silver one. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pxem> Meanwhilea€ 1 <em> 

The area behind the lobby was empty and opened up to four other 
rooms. It was also long; unbearably so. And the Major wasn't a fan of 
big, empty spaces. Her mind tended to wander. As it stood, her eyes 
were roaming over the room in a frenzied attempt at staving off 
boredom. What she found when she looked up was that the stories above 
had glass floors that allowed her to look into every room. Not only 
that, but the walls were also transparent, and there were no doors to 
keep unwanted visitors out. 

_And at that point, why even have any walls? _ 

When they reached the other end of the room, the elevator was already 
waiting for them (conveniently enough) . They got in and the man 
pressed the highest number (which wasn't five. Dun dun 
_duuuuuun!_) . 

( It was four . ) 

As soon as the door closed, a white light, bright and pure, washed 
over them. Now every corner of the elevator was lit up; all shadows 
ceased to exist. Were there any hidden objects among them, they'd be 
observable now, leaving absolutely no room for imagination. 

_Hey Major, _RooMlE said as the Major blinked away the brightness, 

_it ' s a really white room in which every last detail is visible. If 
you were completely alone, this would be your favorite thing. 

Ever ._ 


"a€lShut up, RooMlE, " she said aloud. 

The science guy (who was not of the same caliber as Bill Nye) looked 
at her strangely, yet she didn't notice. 

_Do you smell that. Major? Something smells gooda€"like boiling 
tears. Are your retinas burning? _ 

"Pfft, no." 

But she wasn't sure that her eyes had not, in fact, spontaneously 
burst into flames. And maybe the science guy had not let her know. 
Because he was a jerk. After all, he was looking at her 
funnily . 

_Now, why do you suppose everyone does that?_ 

"Sam doesn't," the Major quickly pointed out. She squeezed her eyes 
shut as hard as she could, over and over again, to try to get tears 
to pour out. "And neither does Rick. Sergei doesn't do that, either. 



Recona€ 1 "a€"the Major had to reconsider her wordsa€""a€ 1 probably 
looks at me like that all the time from underneath his hood. His 
hoodie ' s hood . " 

_They ' re not valid examplesa€"we ' ve been over the rules of this 
little game, little girl. I don't want this to be easy for 
youa€"_ 

"My eyes might actually be on fire." 

_Then cry and put them out._ 

"Ha! Like that'll happen. I know how delicious you find that to 

be. " 

_What can I say? I like the taste of orphan tears. Especially yours. 
Mmma€ 1 betrayals and troubling memories from a troubled mind. They 
really serve to add to the flavora€lthe sweetness. The bitter 
sweetness ._ 

The Major rubbed her eyes. They were dry and irritated. She blamed 
the light. "Hey. I'm not troubled." 

She dropped the conversation with that. "Hey, that guy with the 
gogglesa€" " 

_I think you mean "glasses. 

"a€"is there something you can do about this light? Please? Before my 
eyes dry out?" 

The goggle guy didn't answer her immediately. He was giving her a 
look one would give to a person talking to herself. 

"The light is necessary. Necessary for what, I am not at liberty to 


The Major closed her eyes and placed her hands over them. It didn't 
work. The light didn't just seep througha€"it blasted its way into 
her vision. 

"Great, I'm going to end up with a pair of fried shells in my skull 
and I won't even get to know why." She looked at him intensely, her 
face expressionless until she mockingly said, "Because you're 'not at 
liberty to say.'" 

"I can assure you that you will not be harmed in any way. The slight 
irritat iona€" " 

" ' Slight ' ?" 

"a€"is normal and should recede in a couple hours." 

"Twoa€ 1 hours?" Her eye twitched. "Twoa€lI could handle two seconds. 
Even two more minutes of this crap. But two hoursa€l?" 

_Ding! _The elevator made it to the top floor. 

"'Kay, bye!" The Major hopped out without being prompted. She 
regretted it instantly. 



"Gah!" she cried out at the sudden change in lighting. 


She fell to her knees and clutched the sides of her head. The world 
was white when she couldn't see and spun when she could. Science guy 
shook his head, unamused, before the elevator closed its doors on 
her . 

The Major's temples were throbbing, and she felt the strange, 
unexplainable sensation that her eyes should be welling up, yet they 
were too dry to produce any tears. Much too dry. 

And it hurt . 

She tried to fight against the pain, she really did, but when she 
moved a muscle to try to get up, a roiling wave of nausea kept her 
down . 

She breathed hard out of her nose and mouth, and her body temperature 
rose to somewhere over a hundred degrees as exhaustion started to 
forcibly overtake her. The cold air of the hallway she was in 
tortured her whenever it touched her hot 
skin . 

_Keha€ 1 heh-heh-heha€ 1 It hurtsa€l_ The pain was the only thing the 
Major could even try to focus on. _Make it stopa€lMake 
ita€ 1 stopa€ 1 Stop it, stop it, stop it, stop it, stop 
ita€"stopit stopit stopit stopit stopit stopitmakeit stop! 

thurt swhydoesithurt somuch? . . . Heh . Hey, RooMlE does "stop" even seem 
like a worda€ 1 anymore? _ 

Lances of red sped across her vision, and big splotches of crimson 
covered up mostly everything in her line of sight. And, suddenly, the 
world started to center itself, the whiteness succumbed to the darker 
blotches, and she found that she wasn't so tired anymore. In fact, 
she felt more energized than before. The wave of nausea dissolved, 
and the coolness of the hall wasn't so irritating. The horribly 
relentless thumping in her head (which really, truly felt like 
getting kicked in the head by a lead foot over and over again) ebbed 
away until she could think straight again. Well, as straight as the 
Major can think, anyway (which, if you were wondering, is about as 
straight as a circle) . 

The Major wasn't too eager to get up. She did anyway. 

"The fuck was that?" 

_I'm more interested in your recuperation. _RooMlE ' s voice was liquid 
ice running through her veins. _It wasa€lfast._ 

The Major shrugged. "Yeah, well, whaddya know? I have a great immune 
system . " 

She turned to face Mr. Zhou's office and struck a pose: With her left 
shoulder facing forward and her feet set apart, she placed her right 
hand on her hip and pointed forward with her left. "Onwards!" 

_You have too much energy. _ 

The Major ran down the long, narrow hallway. "I blame the 



caffeine . 


She ran past several windows through which glorious sunlight shone 
and nourished several potted plants, each of which had been 
designated its own window. Each plant looked like a carbon copy of 
the one before it. 

"It's in my blood! Nothing can stop me!" 

And then she ran smack-dab into a door, effectively stopping her. She 
reeled back as she shouted obscenities. 

"Aha€ 1 dammit ! Sonuvva bitch!" 

Her hands went to her head again. When she looked at them again, the 
fingertips of her index and middle finger were coated in blood. 

_You bleed too easily. _RooMlE sounded pleased. Giddy, almost. As 
giddy as that shadowy voice of hers could get, anyway. 

The door opened up for her then, but it was already too late, for she 
had not been spared the head trauma. She stumbled into an office for 
the second time that day. It was really nice, with authentic wood 
having been used for the bookcase, desk, and floor. The man known as 
Mr. Zhou stood up from behind the aforementioned desk and offered his 
hand for her to shake. She ignored it and plopped down on the chair 
set down before her. 

"Why didn't th-the door open?" was the first thing she said. 

"I apologize," Mr. Zhou said, taking his arm back and sitting down, 
"but due to current events, we've been forced to take on extra 
security measures. As such, all automatic doors are to 
remaina€" " 

"Yeaha€"I don't care anymore," the Major interrupted. She wore an 
expression of faux surprise and shrugged. "I don't know how that 
happened . " 

Mr. Zhou didn't react in the slightest, but maybe that was because it 
seemed as if he hadn't slept in days. With the bags under his eyes 
and pale skin that seemed to have had all of its color drained, it 
was pretty hard to miss. 

"Ironically," she continued, "your 'security measures' have so far 
caused me more harm than anything." 

She brought her clean hand to her forehead and pressed her first two 
fingers against the cut there, then showed them to him. 

"See?" 


Mr. Zhou looked, then squinted, then leaned forward a little, but in 
the end he said, "No, I don't." 

The Major took her hand back faster than he could blink (and he did 
blink) and inspected it for herself, even though she's supposed to 
know the front of her hand likea€lwell, the back of her hand. There 
was no blood. 



"Oh, right. _That _happens, " the Major said upon realizing what had 
happened . 

There was no point in trying to show him the cut on her forehead. It 
was already gone. 

"Okay. Whatever. Moving alongaO 1 " The Major moved the topic 
forward . 

"Ah, yesa€"our facility." Mr. Zhou's features changed ever so 
slightly to express what passed for sorrow. "An event that I cannot 
help but blame myself for. It kept me up all night just thinking 
about it." He rubbed his tired eyes. 

"I take it this has been torturing you for a long time?" The Major 
looked somewhat interested. 

"This new development? No. This hasn't been given nearly enough time 
to count as 'a long time.'" 

"Well, you've had as long as it took the plant life to grow and take 
over your facility. Possibly even longer. And what do you mean by 
'new' ?" 

The look on Mr. Zhou's face told her that they were on completely 
different wavelengths. 

"Wait a second. Young lady, how long do you think it has been since 
the facility was abandoned?" 

"A few years, " the Major said, totally unaware of what was 
coming . 

Mr. Zhou shook his head. "No, no, no. That was a trick question. 

While it is true that most of our staff fled years ago, it was never 
completely abandoned. You see, the bodies you found there are not 
from some sort of catastrophic event that occurred years ago. The 
bodies are recent, as in they all died _yesterday 

"Uha€lwhat?" The Major looked comically bewildered. "If that's the 
case, you guys don't do a very good job of keeping maintenance. The 
place sure has the _look _of a ten-year-old dilapidated 
building . " 

"When I said that most of our staff fled, that included our 
groundkeepers and janitors," Mr. Zhou clarified. 

"Ah, that explains things. I didn't believe anyone could survive for 
years without any supplies." 

"Survivea€ 1 ? " 

"Yeah," she said as if it were obvious. "A Dr. Jason 
Stranta€"recent ly deceased." 

Mr. Zhou's hopes were instantly dashed. "I see. Howa€l?" He hesitated 
to ask the obvious question. 


"Run through by an energy sword, " the Major answered without 
hesitation. "It was grizzly," she added unnecessarily. 



"Oh, I see." Mr. Zhou could barely be heard at this point. "He was a 
good man . " 

The Major didn't take Mr. Zhou's word for it, that Jason Strant had 
been a good man. After all, he was only saying that because the good 
doctor was dead. She didn't know if he'd truly felt that Strant had 
been a "good man" when he was still among the living, going about his 
daily routine and doing his job. 

But no one wishes to speak ill of the dead. 

"Did he say anything before hea€"?" 

"Before he kicked it?" she finished for him. 

Mr. Zhou nodded slowly. 

"Oh, just some crazy gibberish about how 'they' attacked the building 
for reasons unknown." 

She tapped her lower lip as she rummaged through her brain. She was 
positive that he'd said something else. 

"He also said something about a star?..." 

Mr. Zhou froze. 

_Well, this is probably important, _the Major thought. She decided to 
push the topic. 

"So let me take a wild guess. When Strant sad 'star, ' he wasn't 
referring to one of those bright spheres of plasma we see every 
night, right? It obviously had to be something much more 
sinister . " 

Zhou nodded again before saying (almost whispering) , "So, he finally 
took it . " 

The Major leaned in a little closer. "What?" 

Mr. Zhou's head snapped up from where his chin had been resting on 
his chest so suddenly that the Major jumped in her seat. He looked at 
her with such intensity and focus that you'd think he had just been 
replaced by a younger, reinvigorated man. "So, you want to know what 
happened at our facility?" he said, each word transitioning to the 
next with no grace, but speed. 

"Well, that's kind of why I'ma€"" 

Zhou slammed his hands down on the table. "Fine. I'll tell you 
whata€"reallya€"happened . " 

"Ooh, story time!" The Major fumbled around in her chair for a bit, 
like a restless child. "Hold upa€ 1 lemmea€"lemme just get comfortable 
herea€ 1 " 

Eventually, she settled on lying down across the chair with her legs 
dangling over an armrest and her back leaning against the other. 
"Continue . " 



And he did, undeterred. "_Trial and Error _is a privately-funded 
company that seeks to better humanity through biological 
experimentation. " 

"So, you basically take living things"a€"the Major made a vicious 
swiping motiona€""cut them open, "a€"she held an invisible scalpel 
between her thumb and index finger and cut a neat vertical line 
through thin aira€""and poke and prod their insides." She poked 
imaginary intestines. 

Then she grinned. 

"Neat . " 

"Yesa€l" Mr. Zhou said, finally slowing down. "That is only the gist 
of what we do here. Because we are not affiliated with the UNSC or 
any _other _such military force, we are free to pursue our own 
research and conduct our own experiments." 

"Unrestrained experimentation?" the Major said gleefully. 
"Spooooookyyyya€ 1 " Her voice wavered for effect. 

"Unfortunately, that childish assessment is more than 
appropriate . " 

"They usually are." 

Mr. Zhou sighed heavily, running his hands down his face, yet he 
continued with speed and energy. "In order for me to properly explain 
our immediate situation I must first go back to the source of our 
problemsa€ 1 " 

Zhou looked at the Major with a sort of weary concentrat ion, if that 
makes any sense. 

"a€ll must first explain to you our first dealings with human genetic 
manipulation . " 

"Ooh, I saw a movie like that once!" the Major said excitedly, but 
her excitement quickly turned to awkwardness upon hitting a sudden 
realization. "It, uha€ 1 it didn't end well." 

"And neither will this tale, I'm afraid." 

Mr. Zhou closed his eyes and mentally prepared himself; retelling the 
causes of one's doubts and nightmares is not an easy thing to 
do . 

"We had originally been planning on making small changes to a human's 
genetic code during its first stages of development, just to see 
where we were and where we could go next. But this wara€ 1 " Mr. Zhou 
seemed to be talking to himself now, "a€lthis war made us rethink the 
direction we were heading in. From the beginning of this company, our 
goal has always been to help humanity through our research and 
findings in genetics, but it was in a sudden moment of clarity that 
we figured out how to truly do just that." 

Zhou's shoulders shook as if he'd just chuckled. 



When we saw the Sangheili fight for the first time, we decided that 
the perfect thing to doa€"" his shoulders shook again, and he was 
also looking straight down at the floor, "a€"was weaponize our 
research . " 

This news seemed toa€ 1 amuse the Major. She giggled a little. _0h, so 
they're gonna be _those _types of experiments. _ 

Mr. Zhou continued. 

"The Sangheili were different from what we had seen before. They are 
fearsome warriors, fearless leaders, and capable threats on the 
battlefield . " 

With each word he spoke, Zhou resembled more of an empty 
shell . 

"They were perf ecta€"exact ly what we had needed in order to create 
our own brand of super-soldier." 

He brought his head up uneasily and looked at the Ma jora€"_truly 
_looked at hera€"for the first time. He was transfixed. 

"Our own brand of Spartana€ 1 " 

"He-heh, that's funny," the Major commented. "For a second there, you 
made it seem as if you'd known about the Spartans before their 
existence was made public inf ormat iona€ 1 " 

The corner of Zhou's mouth twitched. "But we did." 

The Major sighed. "Of course you did, " she said under her 
breath . 

"Before we becameaO 1 severely understaffed, we had people stationed 
wherever we needed them to bea€"ONI ' s very own Section-Ill 
included . " 

Now the Major sported a look that was halfway amused, halfway 
curious. "So you're telling me that you managed to get information 
out of ONI ' s top-secret weapons division? ONI, the 'Men in Black'? 
ONI, the guys who have tabs on everything and everyone? That 
ONI?" 

"Well, we had help." 

The Major shook her head disbelievingly , laughing quietly. "Just who 
signs your paychecks, Mr. Zhou?" 

"That information is irrelevant," he said immediately. "Now, please, 
let us get back on track, " he urged. 

"Fine, fine. Go on." 

Mr. Zhou cleared his throat. "Yes, the Sangheili were the initial 
inspiration for our project, but the SPARTAN program gave us a way to 
expand upon our plansa€"a way to improve our alreadyaO 1 'Elite' 
warriors. Keh-heh-heh . " 

"Oh, that's right, I have yet to tell you," Zhou realized. "Unlike 



the Spartans, who were taken as children, our super-soldiers were 
createda€"designed at the genetic level." 

"So here we have genetic manipulation, some sort of project based off 
of the Spartans, and some sort of inside joke having to do with 
'Elite' warriors. Hmma€ 1 " And then it dawned on her, the revelation 
hitting her like a ton of bricks that had been fired from a (MAC) 
cannon . 

"You didn'taCl" she said as if she were fighting with herself over 
whether or not she believed it (or wanted to, for that matter) . 

Zhou smiled as if he had lost himself. "Yes, we did. You see, in 
order for us to defeat our enemies, we must combine the best that we 
have to offer with the best that _they _have to offer." 

He rotated his chair so that the Major had a view of a monitor 
attached to the wall behind his desk. He procured a remote from a 
drawer and turned it on. Now there was a single word on the screen in 
big, mechanical letters. 

_HYBRID ._ 

The Major paled. "HowaCl?" 

"As you can imagine, " Zhou began anxiously, "it was not very easy to 
do in practice. There were complicat ions along the way. For example, 
we didn't have 'the luxury of having a wide selection of children to 
kidnap, ' as Dr. Brandt aptly put it. We instead resorted to in vitro 
fertilization, and then took the fertilized eggs that had been 
produced from the process and placed them in tanks that acted as 
artificial wombs." 

Mr. Zhou clicked a button on his remote and the picture on-screen 
changed to show several int imidat ingly massive cylindrical tubes. 

They stretched from the floor to the ceiling and had metal stands 
attached to either side. These stands had several ports to which all 
sorts of tubes were attached. If these tanks had anything within 
them, the Major couldn't tell. 

"Of course, before we went through all the trouble of this procedure 
we first had to extensively study Sangheili DNA to determine if our 
goal of producing human-Sangheili hybrids was even a realistic one." 
Mr. Zhou seemed to get calmer with each detail he added. 

"We translated their DNA into binary, searched for useful traits and 
information, and whenever we found appealing characterist ics , we 
utilized molecular cloning to grant our soon-to-be soldiers this 
magnificent power, this vast knowledge, and these vivid 
memories . " 

The Major said nothing. 

Mr. Zhou pressed the same button on his controller. The screen 
changed once again, but this time there was no picture displayed; 
instead, a video replaced the previous image. It was on pause and 
seemed to be security footage of a spacious room that was mostly 
empty. Mr. Zhou let it play without another word. 


A girl entered the room, humming and skipping on bare feet. The Major 



took one look at her and could not turn away. The girl had a natural 
innocent ambience that multiplied with each note in her song, each 
step in her skip, and every twist of her body as she danced along to 
some inaudible song only she could hear. These expressions of youth 
were not exemplified by her. No, she seemed to make them all her own 
in some sort of inexplicably unique way. And then there was her 
physical appearance, which was also something the Major would never 
(and could never) see on a different person. 

The girl's skin was akin to that of a porcelain doll's: as smooth and 
white as a pearl (and that is not even close to being an 
exaggeration) . Her hair was trimmed short and was a very shiny 
silver. As the lights shone down on her, the lustrous locks on her 
head reflected them with great intensity. The camera zoomed in on the 
girl's face as she stopped at a counter holding multiple weapons from 
the Covenant's arsenal. Her eyes were also silver and gleaming. They 
quickly looked over everything that had been offered to her. 

Then the point of view switched to a different camera in some corner 
of the room, but this time they were given a much better perspective 
on the room as a whole. 

In the middle there were multiple stationary targetsa€"sixty-f ive, by 
the look of it. The girl gave them a quick glance and nothing else 
before she made her selections: a carbine and two plasma riflesa€"one 
Sangheili tech and the other created by the Jiralhanae. The girl 
picked up a couple of holsters and attached the Covenant rifles to 
them before she strapped them on to her thighs. She faced the targets 
with her carbine in hand and walked towards what the Major assumed 
was a starting point. The girl positioned the carbine so that she was 
balancing it between her hip and elbow while she slipped on a pair of 
gloves, their wrists attached to the end of each of her jumpsuit's 
sleeves . 

A loud alarm went off that snapped the Major out of her 
pseudo-hypnosis and spooked her enough to make her immediately sit up 
straight and look all around the room, hands gripping the armrests of 
her wooden chair so hard they left imprints. 

She suddenly found herself reliving one of her worst nightmares. 

She was in a room much like this one. Shadows snuck up behind her, 
their fake faces red, hiding their real faces that expressed 
indifference to what they were about to doa€"what they _had 
_done . 

Their dark and crimson figures stood behind her now, but her 
attention was on her friend behind the desk. As her friend spoke of 
ill news and disturbing omens, she tried to yell and warn her 
f rienda€"redirect their course and avert that _one moment. _But she 
couldn ' t . 

No matter how many times she had tried it before, she could not 
change the outcome. Even in her mind she could not alter the past. 

All she could do was bear witness to herself as she laughed, mocked, 
and satirized, as she was wont to do. 

That day, she had finally decided that it was her friend who really 
pulled the whole room together. 



That day, two things died, and something was (re) born. 


That day, there was a gunshot. 

The Major instinctively grabbed her own throat. She was too late; 
there was already a scar. 

This small toucha€"this tiny confirmation of past event sa€"roughly 
ejected her from her memories and landed her right back in the wooden 
chair, in the middle of Mr. Zhou's office, in some building nobody 
had ever heard of, in the middle of nowhere. The Major knew that she 
had made it through another brush with her least favorite part of her 
own mind, but she had to check. She always had to check. 

She turned around and relief immediately overwhelmed her. 

She looked straight ahead and felt a sudden burst of emotion that 
drowned her relief. 

This emotion was strong and unpleasant, and also something she wasn't 
very familiar with, so she had no particular label for it. It also 
only lasted a mere moment. The Major had decided that she did not 
enjoy the feeling, so, as with most other things that failed to hold 
her interest, she got rid of it. 

RooMlE ' s icy presence filled her head for a second before retreating, 
satisfied . 

Now back in the tangible world, the Major felt something she was much 
more familiar with: pain. She released the death grip she had on her 
chair's armrests and brought her hands up for her to look at. Her 
palms were red and splinters dug into her skin. That was irritating. 
As she began the long and arduous process of pulling out the tiny 
wooden nuisances, she once again turned to the monitor. 

She realized that the gunshot she had heard had come from the 
security footage. She also realized that the girl was a bit of a 
badass . 

The girl ran across the room, shooting down the now-moving targets 
with expert precision the likes of which the Major had only seen from 
Recon. She ran and fired, each pull of the trigger earning her a 
bull's-eye. She was light on the battlefield, moving fast and often, 
and never stayed in one spot for more than a second. Her dainty feet 
never seemed to fully touch the ground as she danced her way all over 
the room. 

Her carbine ran dry, but she'd already dropped the rifle before it 
could hiss at her. Her hands immediately went to her holsters, 
slender fingers wrapping around the plasma rifles before ripping them 
out . 

As the girl raised her arms so as top point each rifle out to her 
left and right, the Major sensed that her positioning had been 
deliberate . 

As the girl kept each gun leveled at shoulder height, the Major knew 
that she was right . 

As the girl's index fingers neared the triggers, the Major saw that 



she had been working from the outside-in, taking out the targets that 
had been positioned in the outside perimeter before ending up in the 
middle of all of them. 

The girl closed her eyes and fired. 

Blue and red bolts violently tore out of the bulbous rifles as she 
spun on her toes. The streaks of plasma went every which way, burning 
through the remaining targets with ridiculous ease. The Jiralhanae 
rifle overheated quickly, and she let it go to be lost in the 
carnage. Her blue rifle did not last for much longer and soon it was 
released to the wind just as its cooling vents activated. 

The girl produced a plasma pistol from who-knows-where just as she 
finished spinning and fired one last, halfway-charged shot. The final 
target, twenty-five meters away, f ella€"charred and twisted. 

The video ended. 

Mr. Zhou, who had never looked away from the screen for even a 
second, turned back to evaluate the Major's reaction. 

She sat back in her chair, arms crossed over her chest, right ankle 
resting on her left knee, and an unreadable face. 

Mr. Zhou took the initiative and spoke first. "That was Nu, age 
eight, at the end of our program, which ended up resembling the 
SPARTAN-III program as opposed to the SPARTAN-IIs we had been gunning 
for. We had to settle for less after a series of complicat ions 
arose . " 

It was then that the Major spoke up. She was smiling, but faked 
having her "feelings" hurt as she said, "What, we Threes are less 
capable? Rude." 

They looked at each other in voluntary silence. 

"Well, it's true," Mr. Zhou put it bluntly. The Major narrowed her 
eyes at him, smile gone. Then she struck a decisive blow. Her leg 
shot out like a bolt of lightning, and her foot collided with his 
desk . 

His _sturdy _maple desk. 

Her eye twitched as she whimpered. 

She calmly and shakily brought her leg back, gulped, and shouted, 

"Agh, samea€"fuckinga€"spot ! " holding her injured foot. 

Mr. Zhou continued with his explanation. "After many failed attempts, 
we had decided that not only was the SPARTAN-III program more optimal 
for our Hybrids, we also could not do everything we had aimed to do. 
We had to cut back on certain aspects until we at least had a little 
more experience with such extensive genetic modifications." 

Mr. Zhou looked back at the monitor, and, more specif ically , at the 
girl known as "Nu." 

"I regret ever having been so stubborn." 



"Ooh, this must be where it gets juicy." The Major disregarded the 
paina€"which was quickly ebbing awaya€"and leaned in closer. 

Mr. Zhou continued somewhat reluctantly. "Our original intention was 
to make our Hybrids both stronger and more knowledgeable on Covenant 
weapons, as well as giving them some of the memories of the Sangheili 
we had used, but our first few tries were brutally unsuccessful , and 
when we did manage to get it right, we got mutations." 

"Mutations? Like laser eyes?!" the Major asked excitedly and 
earnestly . 

Mr. Zhou sighed. "No. More along the lines of mandibles and an 
inability to grow any hair." 

"Oha€ 1 " The Major sounded disappointed. 

"The mutated were unstable, but useful. Of course, we intended to 
have them fight alongside UNSC forces and such, but they resembled 
the enemy too much. Sure, if you put one in a suit of armor, nobody 
would be able to tell. But even if that had not been a factor, the 
Sangheili memories within them had merged too much with their 
minds . " 

Mr. Zhou looked at the Major thoughtfully, who cocked her head to the 
side as soon as his eyes fell on her. 

"They were born insane." 

"Hey, I wasn't born crazy!" the Major said, having sensed that he had 
been making some sort of connection. "My psychologist says I had to 
work very hard to get this way." 

She thought about what she had just said before backpedaling on her 
statement, slamming her palm on his desk and using the other to point 
her finger at Mr. Zhou as she leaned over him to emphasize her point. 
"_Not _that I'm mentally disturbed, that is." 

Mr. Zhou just looked at her blankly, and the Major sat back down 
after a few seconds . 

"Anyway, while these prototype Hybrids were very useful soldiers, we 
also could not trust them. We ended up designating them 'Betas' and 
tried again. This time, however, we did not try to pump them with 
Sangheili characterist ics . We still gave them the memories, of 
course, as a sort of instruction manual, but also chose to specialize 
each of these new Hybrids in one specific aspect such as strength, 
technology, or what have you." 

Mr. Zhou looked more and more pleased as he spoke. 

"Again, there were mutations, but they were nowhere near as extreme. 
In fact, they were unrelated to their Sangheili genetics. Their cause 
remains a mystery to this day. However, this is of no concern to us. 
The extent of these mutations is visible in Nu and her twin brother. 

Mu. " 

In the Major's head, she went over the security video again to a 
point where she could properly study Nu . She stopped at the scene 
where one of the cameras had closed in on her. 



"What, you mean the really, really shiny hair, weird eyes, and 
ridiculously white geisha skin?" 

Mr. Zhou nodded. 

"Well, that seems to be _waaay _on the other side of the spectrum in 
regards to mutations." 

"As I said, we have no clue of their cause or origins. Mu and Nu are 
fit to serve, though, as are the rest of what we came to call 
'Alphas.' This second generation of Hybrids included five Alphas: 
Alpha, Epsilon, Upsilon, and, of course. Mu and Nu . " 

"Five successful super-soldiers?" The Major seemed unimpressed. "Now, 
I'm not going to tell you how you should've done your job, but five 
good human-Sangheili hybrids do not automatically win us the 
war . " 

"Trust me when I say that we were planning on making morea€"a _lot 
_more. But we did have nineteen Hybrids in the initial wave who were 
all very capable soldiers, so it wasn't just five successful 
Hybrids . " 

The Major gave him a look of disbelief. "Wait, you're telling me that 
you all created nineteen unsatisfying 'Betas' before you thought, 

'Oh, maybe we should alter our procedure in order to attain more 
desirable results'?" 

"Eighteen . " 

"Era€ 1 what ? " 

"We created eighteen unsatisfying Betas. You see, somewhere down the 
line, we had actually achieved what we had been striving for the 
entire time: a stable Hybrid with all of the abilities of both the 
Sangheili and humans. This Hybrid was designated 'Omega, ' and is the 
only Hybrid in the Omega subclass. In trying to recreate this form of 
ultimate Hybrid, we found only failure after failure, resulting in 
even more Betas before we stopped and moved on to the Alphas." 

Mr. Zhou shook his head slowly, disappointed in himself. "That just 
complicated the events following the program." 

"And the ride never ends!" The Major was getting closer and closer to 
doing something drastic in order to keep herself entertained. "When 
can I get off?" 

"I am almost done. Please," he almost pleaded. 

But he kept going without her saying anything. 

"Over the course of a few years into the Alpha stage, the Betas 
started to develop a sort of animosity towards the Alphas. I think 
they felt wronged and undesired every time they so much as looked at 
one. Sure, a few friendships did arise between the two very different 
generations, but the older Betasa€"the more cynical Hybridsa€"could 
never find a friend in an Alpha. In time, they converted all of their 
fellow Betas to their way of thinking. And then Dr. Brandt came 
along . " 



Mr. Zhou visibly shuddered at the mere mention of his former 
colleague. He yanked a cabinet open and had a bottle of pills in his 
hand in record time. He viciously downed two white capsules before 
drinking an entire glass of water in on go. 

"Geesh, Zhou. Do you maybe wanna calm down there? I don't want you to 
O.D. before you answer my initial question." 

Zhou placed the glass back on his desk and continued telling his 
tale. His voice was shaky and nervous. "Dr. Brandt was our project 
director for the HYBRID program. He designed every part of it. For 
every snag that we encountered, he had an alternative, or he got rid 
of the problem entirely. He is, quite frankly, a genius, and we could 
have never gotten anywhere as fast as we did without him." 

Mr. Zhou's brow creased as he rubbed his aching temple. His damn 
pills weren't working again. 

"He, uha€ 1 he also had a great interest in the very Betas he created. 
He never saw them as our failures, but as his greatest triumph. He 
studied them every day, even as he developed the new process which 
resulted in the Alphas. His work never suffered for it, though. 

Brandt also led the teams responsible for designing the Hybrids' 
CHIMERA armor, and those behind creating their weapons." 

Mr. Zhou stopped to gather his thoughts. 

"Again, he was a _very _crucial component to the program. As time 
went on, however, and the divide between the Alphas and Betas became 
increasingly apparent, he, too, developed a distaste for the Alphas, 
and for _Trial and Error _itself. The tension built up, until one 
day, the Betas left, but not quietly. They had all been residing in 
different facilities of ours, but they all left at the same time. 

This could have only been a collaboration between them all, and there 
was no doubt that Brandt had orchestrated it." 

The Major watched as Mr. Zhou rested his eyes for almost a minute. 

She resisted the urge to say, "Well? Get on with it, then!" She was 
really getting into the story. 

He continued. "They absolutely levelled our buildings and slaughtered 
our staff. It didn't matter who they werea€"researchers , gardeners, 
janitors. They killed anyone they found. They instilled a fear within 
us that is present to this day. Many of our employees chose to leave 
in fear of being next." 

_That explains the shitty maintenance, _the Major thought. 

"The one defining moment, however, was during our evacuation of 
facility five. Up to that point. Omega was an ally of ours, and the 
Alphas were still going strong. I don't know what happened with 
Omega, buta€ 1 he betrayed us. Our goal was accomplished, but we lost 
two Alphas that day: Alpha and Upsilon." 

It was getting harder for Mr. Zhou to talk. Whether it was because of 
fear, grief, or desperation, the Major didn't know. 

"The project has since then been disbanded, and the Alphas relocated, 
but Dr. Brandt and his Betas continue to attack Trial and Error 



buildings, as is evident by the decimation of facility three." 


"I'm guessing that was where we were jumped by those Cowles?" The 
Major was sure of it, but she just had to confirm 
it . 

"Correct . " 

"Then what are all of you still doing here, where this Dr. Brandt can 
find you?" 

Mr. Zhou looked around the room with such intense clarity. He seemed 
to be properly looking at it for the first time. "I honestly think we 
all secretly have a death wish." 

The Major mulled that over, but found the idea of a bunch of suicidal 
scientists to be dull, so she moved the conversation along. "Okay, 
now that I know the entire history of your company, what do you 
want ? " 


Mr. Zhou looked at her with the slightest glimmer of hope in his 
eyes. "We want your help." 

Just then, the CEO's computer screen lit up with life, and a voice 
came from the speakers. "You'll have to take that up with me, Mr. 
Zhou . " 

The Major jumped off her seat and got closer to the screen. "Hey, 
Chris ! " 


"Hello, Major. So, Mr. Zhou, I hope you know you won't be able to 
hide from us anymore." 

_Trial and Error's _CEO waved that claim aside. "It doesn't matter 
anymore . " 

"Huh. Glad you see it that way. Now, Major, head back to Base Zulu. 
This conversation should be concluded by then, and new orders should 
be available to you once we reach an agreement." 

"Eine, Chris. As long as I get to kill something else by the time the 
day's over." The Major turned around and walked towards the door. 
"Seriously, two kills are not enoughaC 1 " 

"Wait!" Mr. Zhou urgently called out to her. 

She stopped. 

"What were your names again?..." 

The Spartan spun around and introduced herself properly. "I'm the 
Major ! " 

"Christopher Powell, " Powell said. 

"Both of you, be careful with the Betas. Remember this: our goal was 
to create soldiers with superhuman strength, extreme knowledge of the 
enemy, and have them be durable both inside and _outside _of their 
armor. The Betas' only faults were looking too much like the enemy 
and being unpredictable. You think about that." 



The Major neatly tucked that away in some cozy part of her mind. 
"Okay. Thanks. Bye!" 

She waved and left the office. 

As she walked towards the elevator, she heard Powell say, "Well, Mr. 
Zhou, we are _absolutely honored _to hear that you've chosen Zulu 
Team to fix your little 'Beta' problema€ 1 " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Easter egg count: 2<strong> 

**-Bill! Bill! Bill! Bill! Bill! Bill!** 

**-Don't ever mention the man with glasses. NEVER AGAIN. Just... never 
again . * * 

**Line from the next chapter:** 

**"Suicidal; kind of; and he's probably dead."** 


5 . Mu and Nu 
Chapter 5 : The Twins 
** [July 24, 2552** 

**1857 hours** 

**Covenant camp construction site** 

**Planet Reacha€l]** 

The Covenant was fast and, surprisingly, rather inconspicuous . It had 
already begun setting up on Reach for the long battle ahead, if the 
camp site was any indication (and it was) . There were mostly Grunts 
out in the open with Elites wort-wort-wort ing orders at them. The 
diminutive aliens carried around all sorts of tools and supplies, the 
largest and heaviest ones requiring entire squads to lift. Overhead, 
Drones occupied themselves with welding together a roof for some sort 
of large, bulbous structure. It resembled a rose that had yet to 
bloom. The Covenant had not skipped out on security. In each corner 
of the site's perimeter was an anti-gravity platform that supported a 
pair of Jackal snipers, their beady eyes looking out over the 
treetops . 

And in the midst of it all, completely undetected by the enemy, were 
Mu and Nu . 

"Nu, I need a headcount," Mu said over their secure comm. link. 

A few meters away, hanging from a tree with the help of her armor's 
miniature antigravity generator, Nu scanned the area, her suit's 
Automatic Tracking System sorting out the area's different species. 
The ATS marked all enemies, regardless of whether or not they were 
actually visible to Nu herself (a very intricate, very complex system 
of sensors worked to achieve this) . 



"Big bro?" 


"Yeah?" 

"There's a lot of them." Nu said this not in fear, but as a (n) 
(obvious) fact. 

"Yes, I know that, Nu . Give me a breakdown." 

Nu went over the multiple red hexagonal windows on her heads-up 
display. "All right, we have a hundred Sangheili, two hundred Unggoy, 
three hundred and fifty Yanme'e, and eight Kig-Yar keeping 
watch . " 

Mu smiled an invisible smile. "And soon all of those numbers will be 
down to zero . " 

"There _are _a lot of bad guysa€ 1 " 

"Are the charges set?" 

Nu looked at the wrist that was currently not in use and checked the 
tiny screen there. "The C-14's primed and ready to go." 

Mu closed his eyes and held his breath. In his head he was flipping 
switches and turning dials, and the lights dimmed to a red dull. It 
was time to let instincts take over. 

His breathing resumed and he opened his eyes. 

"Do it." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>A Sangheili General stood tall in the middle of the site, eyes 
narrowed at the wave of Grunts that waddled around, tools in their 
grubby hands. One of the little nitwits tripped over its own stubby 
feet, fell, and dropped the plasma welder it had been carrying. The 
General was immediately on it, barking orders, mandibles snapping. 

The Grunt recoiled in fear, putting its arms up to defend itself as 
best it could. <p> 

The gold-clad Elite looked at the pathetic little thing in disgust. 

As a proud warrior, it could not stand the spineless Unggoy and their 
intrinsic oafishness. But the Covenant had many to spare, and they 
needed many workers at the moment, so they would have to 
suffice . 

The General picked up the little grub by its head and pushed it in 
the direction it had been heading in. The Grunt stumbled, looked 
back, curious and shaken, and picked up its welder before waddling 
off into the giant purple structure under construct iona€" 

Several violent explosions shook the land. A massive ball of fire 
punched out from the tip of the building, ripping off chunks of its 
metal chassis and burning the Drones flying overhead. The unbloomed 
flower seemed to have been ripped apart at the seams as vicious 
flames escaped through newly formed cracks on the surface. The clumsy 
Grunt flew out of the Covenant complex, carried away by a wave of red 



and orange. Its blackened corpse landed in the burning grass. 

The proud Sangheili General stepped back, shocked, but, more than 
that, furious. It turned away from the demolished construction and 
looked to the rest of the site. It was up in flames. Unggoy ran 
around in fear. Drones flew erratically, chattering in a frenzy, and 
their snipers had their beam rifles aimed every which way, searching 
for the culprits responsible for the chaos. 

The General looked on, getting angrier with every passing second, 
before it roared a battle cry, asserting its authority for all to 
hear. The wave of Unggoy that had been scrambling in unison finally 
stopped to heed the call of their leader. With their attention firmly 
his, the Elite started to give orders. Some of the Grunts found 
themselves inspired by the fierce warrior's speech, others were 
comfortable in its familiarity, but many more were shaking in their 
boots, only managing to stay rooted and attentive for their even 
bigger fear of the punishment for fleeing. 

The General continued giving out orders until its words were suddenly 
choked out. Its audience watched on in morbid curiosity as its eyes 
bulged out, and it was somehow being lifted out of thin air. It was 
raised a good seven feet off the ground, now horizontal to the forest 
floor. It struggled, but whatever invisible force was responsible for 
this had an iron grip. It remained there, choking, struggling, and 
helpless for a few secondsa€ 1 

It fell down a foota€"no, it was _pulled _downa€"and a sickening 
crunch echoed through the forest. 

Many of the Grunts had shut their eyes at that, but when they opened 
them again they saw their General still in the air, but its back had 
been bent at a broken angle. It seemed to be lying down on something 
with its limbs dangling at its sides and its neck craned back. 

Their enemy appeared shortly afterwards. At first, there was no one, 
but in the next two seconds a tall, imposing figure solidified 
underneath their dead leader. This new menace wore dark, war-torn 
armor. Its shoulders were disproportionately huge, and a smooth piece 
of metal, shaped like half a cylinder, extended from its back. Its 
visor was shaped like a big capital V. 

It stood there for an indeterminate amount of time with the Sangheili 
corpse splayed across the metal protruding from its back. The fires 
raged around them. 

Then it stood up straighten, and the body slipped off. Its head 
moved; the visor faced them as a crimson light flickered on and off 
from inside the helmet. When the head stopped, so did the lighta€"its 
glow strong and intimidating. 

Its large shoulder pads extended from its actual shouldersa€"f irst 
the right one, then the lefta€"and hissed as a torrent of steam 
escaped from each one. The metal on its back did the same, before 
they all set themselves back into place simultaneously. 

It took a single step. 


The Grunts scattered. 



><p>Nu adjusted her grip on her tree's sturdy branch as she hung from 
it, her feet planted against the tree trunk to keep herself steady. 
She aimed her weapona€"a sleek marksman rifle, bullpupa€"with her 
free hand and switched between targets.<p> 

"Eenie, meenie, mineya€ 1 Hello, Moe . " 

She focused in on a lowly Grunt's methane tank. She cocked her gun; a 
cylinder reminiscent of a revolver's chamber spun in place, right 
behind the lengthy barrel of the gun. The rifle hummed 
pleasantly . 

Her finger tightened on the trigger. 

The cylinder locked in place. 

Nu fired. 

The round flew out of the chamber, through the cylindera€"which 
encased the projectile in plasmaa€"through the barrel, and, with a 
green flash from the muzzle, was out and flying toward its 
destination, a thin green line of plasma trailing behind. 

In the blink of an eye, the superheated round pierced straight 
through its target. The methane instantly reacted to the bullet's 
plasma shell. 

The Grunt and all others around it were gone in a brilliant flash. 

The explosion knocked any survivors back and set off a chain 
reaction, methane tanks exploding and adding fuel to the flames (both 
metaphorically and literally) . One of the luckier Grunts was sent 
sailing through the air in Mu's direction. It shrieked in terror 
before Mu caught it by its head, his fingers easily wrapping around 
its entire skull. The alien grasped all around it before it found his 
arm. It immediately started to panic again and kicked at the 
air . 

Mu's grip tightened and the Grunt reflexively jerked and screamed 
louder. There was a _snap, crack, _and then a _pop _as Mu's hold got 
tighter and tighter, blue blood oozing from between his fingers 
until, finally, it exploded like a melon, but as easily as a grape. 
Brain matter and shards of bone exploded outwards and stained Mu's 
armor. The headless corpse slipped out of his hand now that he had 
nothing to hold on to. 

"Snap, Crackle, Pop! Ha! Like the cereal elves," Nu exclaimed with 
childish joy as she took out the Jackal snipers with a shot to each 
of their birdlike craniums . Her rounds traveled straight through and 
embedded themselves into whatever happened to be in their way, 
leaving smoking holes. 

Nu turned off her antigravity pack and allowed herself to fall. She 
tucked and rolled, then came up firing. Her three shots struck an 
Elite minor that had just rounded a corner and taken aim at her 
brother. Her first shot stunned it, second one finished off its 
shields, and the third perforated its head. 

Mu stood his ground and fired at the oncoming onslaught of Grunts 



with his two bulky submachine guns. His guns fired slowly, but they 
tore chunks out of the (comparatively) tiny aliens. This new wave was 
much more enthusiastic than the thirty that had just exploded, 
actually bothering to fire at the intimidating mountain of man and 
metal. Very few shots actually struck Mu, and his shields shrugged 
off those that did. 

Mu was aware of several rounds whizzing by behind him as his sister 
worked diligently to keep the flanking Cowles off of him. Shields 
popped, bodies fell in droves, and there was the occasional alien 
screama€"if they were fast enough. 

Nu ' s gunfire died down, and suddenly she was beside Mu. Without any 
sort of prompt or so much as an uttered word, she took over the 
shooting for him and gave him a window of time that allowed him to 
reload . 

Mu flicked his wrists and his SMG ' s cylindrical magazines flew out. 
Two fresh mags were put in place with the kind of speed achieved only 
with years of practice. 

His sister was doing a great job of holding off the frontal forces so 
he divided his attention between their flanks. He shot up any 
interplanetary trooper that tried to scramble at them from the purple 
huts to their left, combined his own firepower with his twin's to 
finish what little was left of the current wave of idiotic 
extraterrestrials, and then aimed to his right, ready to take care of 
any extra threats. 

A plasma grenade flew at the twins, emerging from a squad of Unggoy 
and one Sangheili Ultra. 

Mu acted fast and got in between it and Nu, stuck a gargantuan 
shoulder pad out, and braced himself fora€" 

" ' Scuse me, big guy!" 

Before he could turn around, something pushed down on Mu, then just 
as quickly was off of him. He was quick to regain his composure and 

aim around frantically at the air where the grenade had been last. 

There was nothing there anymore, fortunately. His eyes quickly darted 
up an inch and there was the cause of his good luck: someone spun 
around in the air like a sideways top with what appeared to be a pipe 
in one hand. As the figure spun, so too did the grenade stuck to the 
pipe; a blue-white line trailed behind it. 

The figure released the pipe and it flew back down towards the earth, 
straight as a spear. It embedded itself into the ground in front of 
the squad of Covenant soldiers before they could comprehend what was 
happening. There was an explosion, the ground erupted with dirt, 
grass, and killer plasma, and the small squad was swallowed up by a 

cloud of dust. The figure landed in the cloud, disappearing in its 

thickness . 

Nu walked up to Mu's side and watched the cloud as it twisted from 
the inside, no doubt being caused by some sort of great motion. The 
twins heard loud and painful noises coming from within including (but 
not limited to) cracks, twists, yelps, screeches, some sort of wet 
and sickly sound neither of them could name, and, of course, all of 
the beautifully majestic noises caused by blunt force trauma (which. 



as it turns out, there's a lot of) . 

Finally, as all seemed to calm down, the Ultra flew out of the cloud. 
Mu took aim and fired three shots. It fell and rolled around, dead 
and missing some rather important-looking bits. 

Just as the dust was starting to settle, the figure stepped 
out . 

This unexpected problem was, based on body figure and the voice Mu 
had heard just a minute before, obviously female. She carried a 
shotgun across her shoulders and her arms dangled from either side, 
using the crooks of her arms to suspend them. She looked them both 
over before she spoke. 

"So, you guys are part Elite? That's cool. Does that mean you eat 
people? " 

Mu did not relax like his sister did, but he did lower his weapon and 
approached her. 

"Because I can't trust that kind of person to have my back," she 
continued. "I hear cannibals have very shaky hands." 

Mu now stood two arms' lengths away from her. "You won't have to 
worry about that," he said seriously. "You wouldn't make for a very 
satisfying meal." He of course referred to her small stature. 

She grinned beneath her helmet. "Oh, Mr. Mu, with quips like that, 
you'll fit right in." 

Mu tensed up just a little. "What do you mean, 'fit in'? And just who 
are you?" 

"Oh, where are my manners? Allow me to introduce myself." She took 
her M45 from her shoulders and slammed it into the ground, its barrel 

digging into the hard, tightly packed surface. "My name isaOlnone of 

your business." 

Mu could not quite discern what she meant by that. 

"But you can call me the Major," she said with a deep bow. "At your 

service . " 

The Major immediately straightened up after the words left her lips. 
She drummed her fingers on the butt of her gun. "Actually, you'll be 
the ones at my service. Heh-heha€ 1 " 

The intimidating Alpha took a step closer and tightened his grip on 
his SMGs . "What are you on about?" 

"Hmm?" The Major seemed to have been preoccupied with something in 
her head. "Oh, right, silly me; I got ahead of myself. Let me 
explain. Just a few hours ago, my team and I were sent to investigate 
a ramshackle facility where we were ambushed by several cousins of 
yours . " 

Mu did not quite follow, and the Major caught on to that. 

"I'm talking about Elites." 



Mu growled and the Major smirked. 


"So, after failing to find any answers there, we were contacted by 
one of your buddiesa€"Mr . Zhou." 

"Mr. Zhou?" Nu jumped onto one of Mu's gargantuan shoulder pads, her 
feet dangling a few feet from the ground. "How is he? Did he mention 
us? Have they found Alpha?" 

"Suicidal; kind of; and he's probably dead," the Major answered in 
rapid fire. 

Mu didn't appreciate her bluntness. "Where were you going with this?" 
he asked as he picked up his little sister like an excited puppy and 
placed her next to himself. 

"Right. As I was saying before I was so _rudely _interrupteda€" " she 
glared at Nu, who had no way of knowing she was doing so, "a€"Mr. 

Zhou told us all about the HYBRID program and its downfall. Now, ol ' 
Zhou must know about our exploits because he's asked for our help. He 
had a conversation with oura€lperson in official position of 
leadershipa€ 1 " 

"Your boss?" Nu said, trying to be helpful. 

"He is _not _my boss. He's just the guy in charge of the ONI team 
responsible for my team." 

Neither Mu nor Nu could see the difference, but apparently it made 
all the difference to the Major. 

"Anyway, our _not-boss_, Chris Powell, agreed to Mr. Zhou's 
request . " 

"Which wasa€l?" Mu asked. He unexpectedly fell into the Major's trap 
of dramatic flair. 

She looked at them intently and pointed at them both. "To recruit the 
last of the Alphas and eradicate your traitorous kina€"the 
Betas ! " 

This news got a different reaction from the twins. Nu was uneasy at 
the prospect of facing off against what she had once considered to be 
family. She was not uneager because of her old memories of her time 
with them back in the HYBRID program, but she did remember those that 
they had taken away from her, and she was acutely aware of what they 
could still take away. Just thinking about that made her viciously 
shake her head to deny any further entry of such unpleasant 
thoughts . 

Mu looked at Nu uneasily. He was not exactly bouncing off the walls 
to put his only true family in danger, especially when that danger 
was the Betas. Nu was his responsibility; she was the one person who 
he'd put before anything else. He couldn't just take this "Major's" 
offer so hastily. Then the thought of the Betas spreading their chaos 
to every human settlement they came across made it through his 
familial determination. They would raze metropolises, crush armies, 
and mercilessly massacre without prejudice. 



_You can't just let them keep on living, _he thought to himself. _You 
can stop them. And besides, it won't just be the two of us._ 

Mu glanced the Major over. She was inspecting her magnum, pulling its 
slide back and peeking inside the chamber. 

_There'll be a team at your side again. They can help you take them 
out. They can help you take care of her._ 

He looked over to Nu . She seemed to have calmed down considerably. 

She returned his look and gave him a subtle nod. When he spoke up 
next, he spoke for the both of them. 

"I, uha€ll'm still nota€"" 

A sudden loud and droning buzzing split the evening air, abruptly 
cutting off the forest's noises and the crackling of the wildfire. 

All three super-soldiers aimed at the sky, expecting an angry swarm 
of Drones, which they did not get. 

It was a raging storm. 

A massive shadow fell over the entire site as the two 
hundred-something Yanme'e took to the air, all eager to rip them 
apart. It did not even have to be limb from limb; tearing them to 
shreds would suffice. 

From all around them they could faintly make out the high-pitched 
voices of the empowered Unggoy, as well as the Sangheili barking 
orders. They got closer and closer. 

Nobody said anything as they prepared for the massacre that was to 
come. Mu took out several of his SMGs ' cylindrical magazines and 
unrolled them, then clipped them to each other by their ends. Several 
magazines soon became one long one that ran between both guns. Nu 
checked her ammo and saw that she still had a good twenty-five rounds 
good to go, so she did not reload. Her rifle opened up in different 
sections, allowing it to vent out all excess gas and cool off. The 
Major simply allowed her magnum's slide to pop back into place and 
placed it on the magnetized plate at her thigh. 

Behind them charged a furious Elite Minor, energy daggers extended 
from its gauntlets. It intended to slice up the closest enemy, which 
happened to be the Major. Its commotion was masked by the oncoming 
horde, so it did not bother with stealth. 

Nu looked away from the sky of Drones, blinked, and when her eyes 
opened again she raised her rifle, taking aim at the Elite, now only 
a meter away from her new friend. Her finger started to tighten 
around the trigger, and she opened her mouth to warn her, but it was 
a futile act and she knew it. Just as the reality of the situation 
crashed down on her, time sped up again. 

The Major grabbed the butt of her shotgun, ripped it out of the 
ground, and caught it by its stock before swinging back. The other 
end of her M45 caught the careless Covvie in its squid-face and the 
force combined with its own momentum knocked it back yet flying 
forwards. It landed on its back, right next to the Major. Without 
missing a beat, she brought the gun down on its mouth, its muzzle 
hitting the back of its throat. Whatever wits it still had about it 



made it aware of the cold metal. 


She fired. 

Purple blood erupted from its mouth in a geyser of gore and 
splattered onto her shotgun in one thick wave. The Major yanked the 
gun out and gave it a single hard shake. Most of the residue flew 
off. She ejected the spent shell and she faced the couple of Alphas 
with a smile they could not see. 

"A few hundred to three. This won't make for a very interesting 
match-up, given that they'll all be dead in a few minutes, but at 
least it's some entertainment." 

The Drones struck from the sky; the Grunts fired from the ground. 

Mu shot up the incoming flying swarm as Nu kept the Unggoy off of 
him. The Major heard an approaching force of Cowles flanking from 
behind her. She activated her active-camo and headed to intercept. 

A small group of five Grunts and an Elite Minor rounded a corner, a 
couple of Elite Ultras, not far off to either side of them, 
approaching by the rooftops of their barracks. The Minor ordered its 
troops to hold and prepare their plasma grenades. One eager Grunt 
took out its explosive before all the others and primed it. 

The Major appeared before them, her magnum's muzzle flashing white. 
The aforementioned Grunt squealed in pain as its kneecap (if they 
even have any) shattered. Its explosive fell out of its hand. 

The Minor acted fast and jumped in front of its squad, throwing a 
punch capable of devastating her shields. The Major nonchalantly 
stepped aside and arrogantly swatted its hand away, not putting much 
effort into it. The Elite allowed itself a moment of disbelief before 
it struck again; its leg shot out straight with enough power to 
easily send her flying. The Major once again stepped away from its 
offending limb, giggling all the while. Already frustrated, it 
brought up its plasma rifle to fire. 

The Major took offense to that. 

With the side of her hand she caught its wrist before quickly 
spinning her arm clockwise like a windmill. The rifle flew out of its 
grip in the upturn. Without any pause, her other hand shot out, 
resembling a spear in both shape and speed. The blow easily pierced 
its shields and found its throat. The attack was faster than a 
hummingbird's wings, deadlier than any scorpion's sting, and had 
pinpoint precision. 

As it struggled to stay upright while holding its crushed windpipe, 
the Ultras stopped moving forward to take aim, just now noticing the 
aggressor . 

The Major noticed two flashes of blue-white from either side of her. 
She sprung back and leaned back, hands over her head to land on the 
palms of her hands, then she pushed as she kicked back and landed on 
her feet, only to repeat the process. Springing, leaning, landing, 
pushing, kicking, and landing over and over again as a couple of twin 
trails of plasma scorched and splashed closely in front of her. 



The grenade chose then to detonate. 


The ground a few meters away was torn apart in a magnificent display. 
The bits and pieces of Covvies that hadn't been flash-vaporized 
rained from the sky in dark, messy clumps. The Ultras did not seem to 
notice as they continued their onslaught. 

On her last flip back, the Major's pushing and kicking back fluidly 
transitioned into a backwards somersault. Her camouflage kicked in 
and by the time she landed she was beyond the visible spectrum. The 
Ultras did not let up and lit up the areas they suspected she would 
be at. They swept their rifles over the ground and strategically 
switched between their akimbo weapons. By the time they stopped, 
their plasma batteries were down to half charge and they had left a 
massive black mark that resembled a demented Rorschach 
inkblot . 

Still no sign of their quarry. 

The Ultras shared a brief look before the one nearest the twins 
motioned at the ground with its head. The other Elite nodded and 
complied, then jumped off the roof of the building it had been 
creeping on. It approached the area of desolation cautiously and with 
both guns up. The commanding Ultra capitalized on its vantage point 
and watched its partner's back. But its eagle eye in the sky did not 
help it hear the rapid drum of footsteps that increased in 
volume . 

Its two hearts skipped their respective beat when the tiniest hint of 
red and blue appeared out of the corner of its peripheral vision. 

It whirled around so fast it might have left skid-marks and aimed a 
bit higher as the next building over was a floor taller. It made a 
mistake. The Major hadn't just straight up rushed it, but had jumped 
at it, one leg extended with the other one folded back. It tried to 
correct itselfa€" 

Her foot crashed heavily against its predatory mask, her momentum and 
gravity doing most of the work. Just as it started to fall back, the 
Major bent her knee enough to be able to jump off and flip back. The 
Ultra tumbled and rolled off of the roof. 

The Major landed in a runner's starting position, and with good 
reason. She took off for the other end of the smooth rooftop as soon 
as she was groundeda€"the air around her went up tens of degrees as 
the Elite on the ground released a wave of superheated plasma. The 
Spartan ignored it; the Ultra was a bad shot and the distance was 
short. The Ultra raised its second rifle and aimed at the end of the 
building. It had predicted her intentions, same as she had predicted 
its . 

Just as she reached the roof's edge, the Elite opened fire. 

The Major leaped up and off. Her body went as straight as a rod as 
she spun around and around and end over end, arms crossed over her 
chest and resembling an Olympic gymnast. The Sangheili missed 
miserably. It recovered quickly, aimed again, and fired. 

The plasma lanced through the air around the Major, mostly missing 
but occasionally just barely nicking her shields. She landed. 



unfazed, as the fire ended abruptly. 


The Ultra reverted to its dual-wield style. Its head bopped back when 
some rock or something bounced off its face. Its guard lowered as it 
looked down at its feet to search for the minor inconvenience . As it 
turned out, it was a frag grenade. 

So not such a minor inconvenience . 

The Ultra rolled away with the muscle memory of a hardened warrior. 
Even then, the grenade exploded too close to it. The Sangheili was 
sent head over heels and landed a short distance away on its front, 
shields gone but relatively unharmed. 

The Major turned to head to the back of the building and eliminate 
the first Ultra, only for it to round the corner instead, plasma 
rifle in its left hand and its right energy dagger activated. It 
lunged and swung, but the Major was fast and took a single measured 
step back. She punched its forearm as it passed her by. Her added 
force accelerated the swing and the Elite unintentionally punched the 
wall, which ate up its dagger. 

Undeterred, it brought its rifle up from under its immobilized arm. 

In the second it took it to do that, the Major stepped forward and 
turned away on the balls of her feet. Her back bumped into it and her 
hands immediately shot for its weapon. One hand wrapped around its 
fingers and the other one aimed. The second Sangheili arrived just 
then, and the Major squeezed down on her Ultra's digits. It 
fired . 

The Sangheili staggered back with each consecutive gaseous ball until 
its shields gave away, armor melted, and chest cavity was blown 
open . 

The Major faced the remaining Ultra again and put a foot's distance 
in between them. It roared in fury at what she had made it do. Its 
immobile arm was mobile once more as it tore its dagger out of the 
wall and swung. 

The Major bent back with amazing flexibility and her M45 swung up. 
Just as the dagger reached the end of its arc, her shotgun nestled 
itself comfortably under the Elite's mandibles. 

She blew off its face without a second's hesitation. 

She reached over her head and stopped herself before she could fall. 
She pushed against the ground and was standing again. 

The Ultra's body fell back, stiff and motionless. 

"That makes fifteen," she said casually. Erom a short distance away, 
beyond the sounds of irritated Yanme'e and shrieking Grunts, came the 
alien sounds of Sangheili preparing each other for battle. The Major 
grinned like the cat that was about to eat a whole bunch of canaries. 
"I can do better." 

She cocked her shotgun and turned back to the camp. The raging fires 
reflected off of her visor until she disappeared in the blink of an 
eye . 



><p>This was not a very effective strategy. Bullet casings flew. Mu's 
submachine guns roared, and Drones exploded in showers of green and 
gore. They all attacked at once; their formation resembled a 
battering ram that scrambled over itself to destroy. They scratched 
at the air and often each other. But this was not a very effective 
strategy. This mindless charge just allowed Mu to decimate the front 
line, but it was always replaced just as fast as it had been 
lost . <p> 

This was also not a very effective strategy on his part. For every 
replacement the Yanme'e provided, the swarm got just a bit closer, 
and Mu's ammo was starting to run low. 

_I must've killed almost two hundred of them by now, _Mu thought 
amidst all the shooting. _No other option lefta€l_ 

Still firing. Mu turned his head to address his sister, who was 
faring much better as she took out Grunts left and right with 
well-aimed shots to the cranium. Her weapon's fifty-round magazines 
proved advantageous. "Nu, " he said, "move up! Phalanx Shield's going 
up ! " 

Nu did not reply but did as he said. He was going to need a lot of 
room for this. Mu kept the triggers squeezed until he was sure she 
was a safe distance away. Then the gunfire stopped abruptly. 

The Drones moved in with terrifying speed and eagerness as one big 
swarm of chirping jaws and outstretched claws. Mu simply snapped his 
one bandolier back in half and holstered his guns. 

They were almost upon him, snapping their insect-like fangs, beady 
eyes never blinking. Mu looked up and, with a knowing smirk, brought 
his arm back. 

With a great, mighty roar, he slammed his fist down on the ground and 
his shoulder pads and metal on his back extended from his body. 
Complex machinery within them clicked, clanged, and sparked. His back 
plate curved down his back and legs as it lengthened and widened; his 
shoulder pads unraveled from within and grew to reach over his head 
and shifted to his back. Sparks flew when both shoulder pads (no 
longer resembling their original form) smashed together. Their 
combined ends curved down over his head and reached the ground. The 
sides of all three pieces of metal bent down to completely cover his 
sides . 

He was an immovable fortress. 

The Drones all crashed into what could now be considered one big 
shield. The buggers up front found themselves crushed to death by the 
ones down back. The Drones tore apart the layers of dead comrades 
between them and Mu, and even the ones still living. Their lethal 
claws scratched at Mu's Phalanx Shield, but they failed to leave so 
much as a mark on the onyx metal. They attacked every inch of it they 
could, but his invulnerable shell would not give in, and that angered 
them. This anger resulted in frenzied flaying limbs that hurt the 
Yanme'e more than anything, and some of them turned on each 
other . 



From a distance, the swarm resembled a big green ball. It was packed 
in tightly, yet constantly moving. 


Then the ball exploded. 

Mu's shield had pistoned out in three different places, all with the 
force of a Scorpion tank going as fast as a sports car in its prime. 
Any Drone that found itself too close instantly had its insides 
pulverized; the rest were either soon raining from the sky or ended 
up nothing more than a splotch on a wall. 

Mu stood up and his shield transformed back into his shoulder pads 
and back plate. He did not stop to admire his handiwork. 

"Nu, start marking targets for me, " he said over their comm, 
link . 

"Sure thing. Mu!" came the reply from the other side of the camp. 

Nu stood atop a Covenant construct buried away in the corner of the 
camp. With this vantage point she turned on her ATS and swept her 
gaze throughout the land. Almost two hundred and fifty red markers 
popped up on her HUD. She focused on those nearest Mu and sent those 
to him. "Have f uu-uun ! " 

As soon as Mu thanked her, Nu jumped from her building to the nearest 
rooftop, and from there to another. She jumped and jumped from the 
tops of roofs until she reached a large, domed building and allowed 
herself to slide down on her back, rifle at the ready. 

Below Nu ran several fuel rod-wielding Grunts as an Ultra trailed 
behind them. Nu fired and two seconds later all the cannon fodder was 
down. The Ultra rolled back before she could get a good shot off on 
it . 

Nu dug her heels into the smooth wall beneath her and slowed herself 
down. The Ultra trailed her with its needier. When it fired, she 
jumped . 

Pink needles flew out in a fury and narrowly missed Nu ' s feet as she 
sailed over its head, arms extended to either side of her body. The 
Elite kept its crosshairs on her and never let up. 

Nu was straight above it with her shoulders facing the ground, rifle 
aimed and ready to fire in the next half-second. She did just that 
and a millisecond later the Ultra's last needle flew out. 

The round and the needle collided just a few inches away from the 
Ultra's hand. The explosive shard reacted to the bullet's volatile 
outer shell and blew up, pink and white. The Ultra cried in agony and 
blood sprayed out of the stump that remained of its limb. 

Nu allowed her momentum to carry her and landed on a building across 
the dome. She rolled once, then stayed crouched. She consulted her 
ATS for her next attack, but the only foe she found was the mutilated 
Elite a few floors below her. Even then, it would be dead 
soon . 

_Just where did you all run off to...? Oh, no._ 



All remaining enemy forces were en route to Mu's location. That was 
over two hundred Cowles. Nu hurriedly shut off her tracking system 
and jumped to her feet. All around her were buildingsa€"alien in 
structure, but equal to or shorter than the one she found herself on. 
She had her route planned out in less than five seconds. 

Nu took several well-measured steps back, stopped, and then ran 
forward. She hopped onto the roof's lip and then bounded the seven 
meters in between the two buildings. She landed with her knees bent 
but did not delay in the slightest. Her pace remained quick even as 
she jumped long distances. Her take-offs were effortless and her 
landings were light, despite the half-ton armor she was encased 
in . 

Nu was close now. Her brother was fighting in a space devoid of alien 
constructs just three buildings away. She brought her rifle to bear 
and tensed her finger on the trigger. She ran across yet another 
rooftop, exactly like all the others before it, yet it seemed to 
stretch on for forever the closer she got to helping. 

_Hold on. Mu. Just- just wait for mea€l_ 

_ Wffoooosh!_ 

Nu heard the antigravity pack before she saw it. She also heard a 
concussion rifle whir to life. 

The Sangheili Ranger soared before her, right at the edge of the roof 
and at her level. It aimed. Nu dove headfirst before it fired. 

She twisted her shoulders, then her hips, and the shot missed her. It 
sailed between her knees and exploded on the ground behind her. 

Nu extended her rifle and its muzzle collided with the Ranger's 
stomach. It bent forward as it lost its breath, its shields 
collapsed, and it was thrown back. She fired once and that was all it 
took. That one shot blew through its midsection and snapped its spine 
in two on its way out. 

Nu and the crippled Ranger continued to fall forwards/backwards until 
they landed on the next roof over. The Elite's body tumbled limply 
along the floor until it stopped on its back. Nu landed on her 
forearms and knees but didn't get up immediately. When she heard more 
antigravity packs in use she dropped to her stomach and rolled onto 
her back, rifle at the ready. 

_Four more Rangers and then I'm with you, big bro._ 

The second Ranger flew and landed on the roof's lip; it aimed a 
needier rifle at Nu . She fired from between her legs. 

Three squeezes of the trigger. Three shots. 

The Ranger was thrown off balance, then it lost its protection, and, 
lastly, was dead, all before it could even figure out what it was 
supposed to be firing at. Its body fell back into the alley it had 
come from. 

The three other Rangers jumped in unison and landed on different ends 
of the roofa€"one on Nu ' s left, one on her right, and one behind her. 



They cocked their guns and from that she identified their 
weaponry . 

_Needler, fuel rod cannon, and plasma repeater. _ 

She had a plan before the first fuel rod flew. 

Nu rolled back and stopped on her shoulders. She twisted her hips 
counterclockwise and her spread legs spun. The momentum travelled to 
the rest of her body and she rotated on the ground. The fuel rod 
missed and bounced off the roof. 

She shifted her weight to her right shoulder and used her left hand 
to anchor herself to the ground. She pushed herself up with her right 
arm, forearm pressed against the floor. Her left arm pushed now, and 
then her right one straightened out until she was resting on her 
palm . 

Her body tilted to the right as the first few needles and plasma 
bolts flew and missed. Nu ' s entire body was now off the ground, 
completely supported by her right arm as her left hand grabbed her 
rifle off the ground and aimed. 

The Ranger to the left had a clear shot and it took it. So did Nu . 

A drizzle of needles flew and her bullet hit the first one. The 
resulting explosion swallowed up the other needier shots and stunned 
the Ranger. 

The Elite to her right cooled down its plasma repeater and the one to 
the back aimed another fuel rod shot. 

_I think I'll name them Pete and Rod._ 

Rod's trigger finger twitched and she was on the move again. 

Nu ' s body instantly straightened out so her legs were pointing up and 
then her arm went limp. She allowed herself to fall, landed on her 
shoulders, and rolled away. She could feel the heat coming off of the 
glowing green rod as it sailed over her. 

She stopped on her knees, spun, and shot twice. Rod took those rounds 
in the shoulder as it fired another shot. Its shields popped, arm 
whipped back, and aim went wild. The fuel rod bounced off the floor 
and smashed into an unaware Pete. It was obliterated 
instantly . 

Before Rod realized what it had done, she shot a hole through its 
throat. It fell back and over the edge of the building, landing 
painfully somewhere down below. 

The needler-wielding Ranger had at that point recovered. It charged 
Nu like an angry, bipedal, mandible-mouthed bull; its needier was 
loaded and the pink shards glinted menacingly. Nu moved to 
intercept . 

The Elite pulled its arm back as she raised her weapon. The muscles 
in its limb went taut and Nu ' s rifle glowed green from several lines 
that ran along its surface. The Elite roared at her with its swing 
and Nu ' s rifle whirred intensely as her finger started to tense 



A bit of Sangheili fell on the Ranger's domed visor. The Ranger 
stopped charging and just stood there as what appeared to be a 
severed mandible slid down its helmet and left a sloppy, purple trail 
behind. Nu stopped moving as well. 

The Ranger picked up the bit of flesh between two fingers and held it 
away from itself as if trying to study it. Nu felt awkward knowing 
that she was responsible for Pete's demise and subsequent splash, but 
she did not dare to admit that, so she slowly and carefully backed 
away, almost on her tiptoes. She hugged her rifle to her chest and 
bent her knees just slightly, head bowed just a bit and her shoulders 
hunched up. She made hardly any progress with each step. 

The Ranger suddenly realized that between its fingers was the last 
piece of its comrade it would ever see and let it drop. Its head 
snapped up at Nu, its accusing glare invisible to her. Nu just stayed 
frozen in place, waiting for the Sangheili 's next move. It took one 
large breath, then bellowed at her as its arm whipped up. Nu squeezed 
out three shots before it could fire. Its corpse was on the floor in 
the blink of an eye. 

Nu moved on, jumped to the next building over, and reached its edge. 
She jumped off without a second thought. 

She dove headfirst, falling at a careful, calculated angle, arm 
reaching out over her head for her brother to catch. And he did. 

Mu spun in place with Nu in hand, her legs straight and deadly. Her 
feet smashed into a sneaking Spec-Ops Elite's temple, but she kept 
going. All incoming plasma missed Nu, but some splashed on Mu's 
shields. He did not notice. At three-sixty degrees. Mu's grip 
loosened. At four-fifty, he released. 

Nu flew like a missile at the advancing Covenant forces. She smashed 
feet-first into the Ultra leading the horde. She landed on its chest 
and bent close to it as it fell back. Before either it or its Unggoy 
following could retaliate, she jumped back and pushed the Elite 
forward with her take-off. Nu fired off a quick shot. It struck a 
plasma grenade on the Elite's person. 

The explosive went off and took with it the Sangheili and a tenth of 
the Unggoy force. 

Nu flicked her thumb down her rifle's spinning cylinder; its 
clockwise spin got faster and more intense; it got a bit louder; most 
of the barrel shortened into the main body and its muzzle widened an 
extra inch in diameter; and the gun's green glow was replaced by a 
strong, beautiful blue. Nu ' s feet hit the floor. 

She squeezed the trigger once and kept it held. A fast and heavy 
stream of blue-plasma-coated NATO rounds tore through the cowardly 
and (slightly) brave (er) Grunts alike. The rare ones that fired might 
as well have turned tail and run away as well for Nu was a dancer on 
the battlefield. She twisted and turned, pivoted and bent, and 
maneuvered around without giving much ground. Nu was also a 
mathematician. She measured and calculated every trail of plasma, 
every slight bend to a needle's shot, and danced accordingly. 



Nu was untouchable. 

Mu behind her held a Spec-Ops Elite by its throat, its feet barely 
scraping at the floor. One hand grabbed at the fingers holding it up 
and when it failed to pry them off its energy sword sparked to life. 
It swunga€"Mu flicked his wrist. It twitched, then stiffened, its 
arms fell, and then it went completely limp. Mu dropped it. 

He was all ready to step alongside his sister and fight, but her 
words stopped him. 

"More of them coming from both sidesa€"last wave! There's lots of 
them ! " 

Mu's SMGs were in his hands again. He did not bother checking his 
ammo. If it was not enough, he would just punch everything to death. 
With his strength, that would be easy. 

Mu kept his back to Nu and kept his eyes on his side of the playing 
field. A compound of several squat buildings stretched out not too 
far away. He knew the Covvies would be using that to their advantage, 
probably by splitting up and swarming from either side and maybe by 
cutting through the compound itself. 

That "probably" and "maybe" were a "definitely." 

Elite Minors and Ultras, and Grunts of every conceivable rank surged 
forward like a great tide that swallowed everything. Green and blue 
flashed erratically. 

Mu stood his ground and fired. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Steady hands, even breath, a sharp eye, a good rooftop, and a 
high-powered beam riflea€"that would be sufficient to take out the 
big demon. The Ranger had considered taking out the smaller one, but 
decided against it. That demon was much too quick, its movements too 
smooth. So he instead centered his crosshairs on the bulky-shouldered 
demon's head.<p> 

With his steady hands, his weapon did not sway; with his even breath, 
his aim would stay true; with his sharp eye, he saw an easy shot; 
with a good rooftop, he was out of reach; and with a high-powered 
beam rifle, well, that one sort of explains itself. 

The Ranger said something that roughly translated to, "Purge our 
bloodlines of these abominations, " thena€" 

The Major's fist was a cannonball that exploded across the Ranger's 
visor. Its head snapped to the side so fast it whiplashed. It lost 
its balance on one foot and almost tripped. 

The Major's hand clamped down on the gun's barrel and her momentum 
kept carrying her forward. She spun on the ball of her left foot, 
swung her right one forward, and rotated herself counterclockwise . 

Her hip caught the gun and knocked it out of the Ranger's grasp. 


Her right foot hit the ground and she used that to pivot around and 
face the Ranger again, beam rifle properly gripped in her hands. She 



fired without breaking her stride. 


The purple plasma lance burned straight through the Ranger's head 
before it could finish processing what had just happened. Its body 
was left strew out like trash, a neat little hole offering a peek 
into its cranium. 

The Major approached it and took a look at the domed helmet. Her brow 
furrowed slightly and the corner of her mouth tightened just a bit in 
disapproval. "Booo!" she said. "His fishbowl didn't shatter!" 

_But you can fix that, can't you, Major?_ 

The Major weighed the beam rifle in her hands, testing it. "I suppose 
I can . " 

She held the gun upside-down and tapped its oversized stock against 
the side of the Ranger's faceplate. "You sniper types are all the 
same: so predictable." 

The Major pulled the rifle back like a golf club, then swung quickly 
and stopped right before the rifle could connect; it arced up 
counterclockwise and swung down clockwise. She did this over and over 
again as she continued talking. 

"You didn't even choose a very good place to make camp, either. You 
probably noticed that I reached you relatively quickly." She stopped 
swinging and rested the gun across her shoulders. Her head tilted to 
the side and up, eyes wandering to the flames that raged all around 
her. She saw something that made her smirk. "Or maybe you didn't, 
heh-heh . " 

She swung again and stopped like all the other times. 

"See, your 'vantage' point wasn't advantageous enough." 

Swing. Stop. Pull back. 

"This building is too small, and that put you at risk." 

Swing. Stop. Pull back. 

"I mean, really? This thing is, what, eight stories high?" 

Swing. Stop. Pull back. 

"And what makes it even better is that it's surrounded by other, 
smaller buildings." 

Swing. Stop. Pull back. 

"You Cowles, man, I sweara€"you guys are hilarious." 

Swing. Stop. Pull back. 

"But you know what's even funnier than that?" 

Swing. Stop. Pull back. Keep pulling back. 

"Split-chins that think they can get the drop on me!" 



The Major held the rifle over her head before she swung 
counterclockwise, opposite of what her stance suggested. The air 
whined behind the purple blur that was the beam rifle. Gun stock and 
visor connected for a brief beat before the dome shattered like 
glass. Shards and blood flew at a shimmer in the air. 

Blood splattered like paint against the shimmer and the shards 
bounced off of it, leaving it glowing a bright orange. The blood 
dripped down and left it covered in a goopy mess. The Major could 
properly see the Elite now. 

The Spec-Ops Sangheili furiously wiped away at its eyes and scrambled 
for its plasma rifle; its energy sword would not be effective 
anymore, not at this range. 

The Major aimed her magnum at the shimmering, glowing, fumbling, 
tainted Elite. It happened to look at her in that moment. 

"Gotcha, buddy!" 

_Bang! Bang!_ 

Then a dull _thud _when its body dropped. 

"And don't think I didn't notice the rest of you!" She fired the beam 
rifle and caught a sneaking Elite through the chest. The lance was in 
and out cleanly; no fuss, no muss. 

The other Elites sprang into action. The air on the rooftop was 
nothing but a distorted cloud that moved in to smother the Major. She 
fired again. 

Her target dove to the side. The maneuver saved its heart (s) at the 
expense of a sizeable chunk of its ribs. It flopped on the ground and 
did not get up. 

The Major fired again and tore through an Elite's (_stupid_) 
mouth . 

The beam rifle hissed out steam and burned out the thin shields on 
her hands. She almost dropped it, it was so hot. 

"Euck!" she cried out. She turned to her left and threw it at a 
flanking Elite. She caught it in the face. "Technology, right, 
guys ? " 


The Major ran at the stunned Elite. She jumped a meter into the air 
with her arm pulled back and body tilted forward. It had just started 
to recover when she jabbed it across the face. The force dragger her 
upper body down and brought her legs up. Her fist opened up to land 
on her palm. 

She caught herself and swung her legs back, bending over backwards 
with her great and practiced flexibility. Her feet touched the ground 
just as the Elite cut an arc through the air above her stomach. 


The Major pushed off the ground and into a crouch with her one hand. 
The Elite swung back sloppily. It sliced an inch over her head. 



The Elite pivoted on its feet and for a second it looked comically 
confused, its mandibles all over the place. 


"Psst, " it heard. "Down here." 

It tilted its head down. A metal ring pressed itself into its 
stomach . 

"Why'd you look, dummy?" 

She pulled her shotgun's trigger and blew it away. 

Streams of plasma flew at and around her. She was only given a 
heartbeat to react. 

She rolled forward and recovered with a frag in hand. She threw it 
into the middle of the storm. 

The invisible Elites scattered, the hellfire halting momentarily. 
There was a flash. Shrapnel destroyed shields, shredded armor, and 
dug into skin. Those that survived were revealed to the 
Major . 

"Eight downa€"" The Major turned with her leg up, knee to her chest 
and bottom of her foot facing out. A charging Elite swung its plasma 
dagger and she shot her leg out. Her foot struck its offending arm by 
the crook. It was sent reeling away, its back now to her. "a€"three 
to go . " 

The Major dashed forward and launched a successful jab to its back. 
The middle knuckles of her left hand dug into its spine, and she 
followed it up with a shovel hook from her right hand. The Elite's 
back arched in agony. Something had broken. 

The Major leapt up and struck the back of its skull with her knee. 

Its head snapped forward. Before she even started to fall, she 
grabbed two fistfuls of mandibles and yanked them down with her. 

One foot grounded itself while her knee once again shot up. She hit 
its neck with brutal precision. The Major let go of its mandibles and 
allowed the force of the blow to carry it away. 

It flew like a ragdoll and made no attempt to catch itself. It did 
not react to the impact. 

"Well, two now." 

Heavy, hurried footsteps from behind. Just one of them, it seemed 
like . 

"You're all just so eagera€"I _love it!_" she exclaimed 
ecstat ically . 

The Major drew her magnum dramatically: She used her right hand to 
take it from her left hip and whipped it up across her body, turned 
slightly so her shoulder was facing the Elite, then pointed it level 
with its chest, all a fluid motion. 

The Elite brought its energy sword back and aimed its plasma rifle. 
When she fired, it twisted its torso to dodge. 



The round hit its shoulder and threw its arm back. Its shields popped 
and sword flew away. The force threw it off balance and it struggled 
to keep its rifle properly aimed. It fell forward as it fired. 

The shots were sloppy and the Major simply had to step back once to 
avoid them. The bright plasma brought her attention to the second 
Elite. It closed in quickly from her left. 

"Sneaky!" she shouted giddily, almost congratulating it, as she 
brought her shotgun up with her free hand. 

It was on her faster than she had expected. 

It kicked out with a long, powerful leg. The Major held her M45 flat 
and blocked. The sheer force behind the blow sent her skidding back a 
few feet before she shifted her weight to her heels, fell back, 
tucked in, rolled to her shoulders, pressed her gun against the 
floor, and pushed off, kicking her feet out together. The kick hit 
the first Elite in the chest and sent it to the floor again. 

The Major repositioned her legs and landed on her toes, then 
straightened up enough to blow a hole through the second Elite's 
stomach . 

She turned on the last Elite in time to see a flash of green. 

She twisted to dodge like the Elite had done before her. The plasma 
sailed past her, just barely licking at her shields. Before she could 
right herself, the Elite barreled into hera€"shoulder easily punching 
through her shields and digging into the softer under-armor. 

The Major grit her teeth against the sudden pang, lips peeled back to 
suck air back into her empty lungs. The Elite's arms wrapped around 
her midsection and kept her trapped against itself. It continued 
charging forward. The Major quickly lost her footing and was swept 
away, shotgun out of her hands. 

_It just wants a hug after what it's been through, _RooMlE said, 
crystal-clear through the pain, breathlessness, and adrenaline. 

"And its soon-to-be killer is its f irsta€"Ackh ! a€"f irst source of 
comfort?" With the Elite squeezing her so tightly, it was getting 
harder to ignore the pain. 

They neared the roof's edge with no signs of slowing down. 

The Major yanked her combat knife from its chest sheath and sunk its 
blade into the Elite's bicep. A flow of blood oozed out from around 
the hilt. "That's fucked up!" 

The Elite howled, the sound strange and unpracticed. Its grip on her 
loosened considerably as its wounded arm went limp. Its run died 
instantly, and it snapped up. 

The Major fell off its shoulder and wrapped her legs around its waist 
before she could fall any farther. She ripped the knife out of its 
arm and with it came a torrent of blood. The Elite growled and 
snapped its mandibles at her. The Major was not having any of that 
and so drove her fist into its open mouth, hitting the back of its 



throat with a _squelch! _It retched and gagged, shambling about on 
shaky legsa€"precisely what the Spartan wanted. 

The Major threw her upper body back and caught herself against the 
ground, her legs pulled it tighter against her, and as it stumbled 
forward, she bent her lower body towards herself. It fell on her 
pelvis, and its added weight had them both falling. The Major kept 
her balance as she snapped her hips in and unwrapped her 
legs . 

Launched as if from a catapult, the Sangheili went over the roof's 
edge and had a very short fall. It struggled to shout out its terror 
through a crushed throat . 

The Major landed on her feet and straightened up, and a moment later 
she heard a sweet, sweet _crunch _from eight stories below. She 
always wore some sort of expression of amusement into battle, like a 
demented, fighting jester, and in that moment it got slightly 
brighter . 

"Ooh, hoo-hoo ! That sounded _nasty_. " 

_It bit the dusta€lhard. Heh-heh._ 

"How many split-jaws do I have to kill before they get the message?" 
she mused as she went over her lifetime kill count in her HUD. 

_And what message would that be. Major? _RooMlE asked, smiling her 
icy smile as the ground beneath the Major rumbled. 

"It's a message so simple even these honor-bound nitwits couldn't 
misunderstand it," she said, completely oblivious. "If one wants to 
live a long, healthy life, don't fuck with a Spartan!" 

The roof split apart at her feet, belching out scorching fire. The 
flames enveloped her, wrapping around her form and obscuring her 
briefly. She was back soon enough looking hellishly incandescent . In 
that moment, she truly looked like a demon. 

The fire reached out and clawed at the air, threatening to snatch up 
and burn all others. A hazy outline hung around both the fire and the 
Major like a protective, disorienting shroud. The reds, oranges, and 
yellows that made up the flames were so violent and intense that, by 
comparison, the Major seemed to have fallen into a shadow. And, of 
course, there was the Majora€"the heart of the fire; so passionate 
and untouchable. 

And then it was gone as fast as it had gotten there, trails of smoke 
being all that she had to show for it. 

Explosions shook the entire building now, and more fires punched 
their way out of the roof, billowing out to the red, smoggy sky. 
Entire sections of the ground crumbled and gave away; the pits they 
left behind seemed like portals to obliviona€"angry and hungry and 
hot. If the Major waited any longer, she would run out of roof. 

So she ran. 


She ran across the roof, avoiding the pits, avoiding the fire. She 
kicked her shotgun off the floor and snatched it from the air just as 



that entire section started to break away. A long, wide crack chased 
after her, the roof behind it splitting apart. 


_Do you remember when we first met. Major? _RooMiE began with a sense 
of familiarity. 

The Major did not reply. RooMiE continued. 

_I do. I was woken up by a gunshot. I remember you were running, just 
like now._ 

As the building fell apart at her feet, the Major made a straight 
shot for the edge, shotgun returned to her back and out of the 
way . 

_You were above the earth then as you are now. You ran and ran, and 
then youa€l_ 

The Major reached the end, planted her feet together, 
anda€ 1 

_. . . jumped ._ 

She was off the building, bent forward, legs pressed together and 
folded in close to her chest, arms stretched out behind her 
back . 

The building shook and groaned; pillars of fire tore away its walls; 
it was tearing apart at every inch. 

The Major prepared herself for her landing: She straightened up a 
bit, her legs started to stretch out, and her arms were out at her 
sides . 

_I also remember you didn't make it out unscathed. _ 

A chunk of metal exploded outwards as if launched from a cannon. The 
Major heard it, then felt a sudden jabbing pain emanating from the 
small of her back where there was little to protect her. Her breath 
caught in her chest, she saw red, and that brief moment felt like a 
single confusing minute. 

Her form was ruined and her joints went stiff. The shock inhibited 
her motor skills. She was still seven floors off the ground; she 
still had plenty of distance to drop. 

_And most of all, I remember the fall._ 

Stiffness turned into flailing as her senses struck her like the 
ground soon would. She fell and fell, and she tried to shift her 
weight to her feet but there was no time. As she rushed to meet the 
ground, all she could think was, _This is gonna hura€"_ 

And it did. 

There was a sudden flash of red, then darkness and stars. When that 
went away, she saw very confusing flashes of greens and browns, 
purples and oranges, reds and grays. She felt herself spinning, and 
her whole body as a mess of limbs. Her vision was full of colors one 
second, then, for a brief, insignificant moment, there was 



nothing . 


She felt her whole world slowing down, the flashes becoming blobs, 
then blurry figures. The brief nothingness came less frequently, and 
she started to regain her sense of self. After what seemed like an 
hour of consciousness and unconsciousness , she rolled to a stop, her 
back against the soft soil underneath, staring at the oppressive gray 
smoke in the air while the hungry flames danced in the corners of her 
vision . 

_0r are they thirsty? _she thought through the storm that raged in 
her head. 

_ You're delusional. Major, _was RooMlE ' s reaction to such a 
nonsensical question. She grinned slyly. 

_Are they thirsty, or just hungry? _the Major asked again. 

_Is this how you die. Major? Alone and confused and asking the same 
irrelevant question over and over again until a group of Elites finds 
you?_ 

_ Well, when you say it like that, it does sound kinda 
unflattering ._ 

RooMlE did not reply that time, but the Major could _hear _her 
waiting . 

The smoke that thickened the air seemed to encompass all of Reach in 
a suffocating cloud. She could see all sorts of shapes in it, 
drifting and leaving, always replaced by something greater, more 
elaborate. When the shapes started turning into familiar figures, 
faces from the past that crawled out from the tiny, dismal spot in 
her mind she had banished them to, she shot up. The cloud had just 
started to take on the form of a vicious, traitorous scorpion. 

The Major grimaced as both a throbbing pain and a stinging one 
attacked her head, making the dull aches in her body seem nonexistent 
by comparison. She felt the sticky wetness of a thin trail of blood 
run down her brow before it got in her eye. She blinked away at it, 
but it remained, a warm and weird sensation. She got a hold of her 
helmet, hooked her fingers under its sides, and popped it off. She 
set it down on a raised knee, facing her, and wiped away at her 
eye . 

When she brought back her gauntleted hand and saw the crimson on her 
fingertips, all she said was, "It'll heal." She cleared her forehead 
with a swipe of her thumb and put her helmet back on before the cloud 
and ash could get to her. 

She rose to her feet, legs wobbling a bit at first, and a rush of 
vertigo struck her, but she refused to fall. She wavered, sure, but 
she was still up, and as long as she could stand, she could kill some 
squid-faces . 

The first step was hard to take. Her body felt faint and 
unresponsive, as if she were trying to pull her own limbs along by 
strings. The second step was easier, but the faintness was still 
there, and when her foot touched the ground, the vertigo hit her 
again . 



_Must've hit my head harder than I thought. Heha€lheh._ 

Still she persisted, barely managing to even drag her feet along. But 
then she started to straighten up. She found herself to be in more 
control of her arms and legs. She suddenly found herself more secure 
on the ground, everything as steady and still as it should be. Her 
unnaturally natural high energy returned to her, going from 
"near-zero" to "near-endless" in no time at all. She felt her wound 
stop bleeding altogether. By the time she made it back to the burning 
Covvie structure, the (literal) spring had returned to her 
step . 

_Interest ing, _RooMiE mused. _Very interesting. _ 

The Major looked into the massive flame intently at first, but 
quickly found herself looking away. If she did not look directly into 
it, the past would stay in the pasta€"where it belonged and right 
where she wanted it . 

_Don't look away for too long. There's shimmers in the air._ 

The Major's eyes returned to the flame and found RooMlE to be telling 
the truth. Curls of fire wrapped around two sources of distorted 
light, as if something solid were standing there, and each to either 
of her sides. Erom further back along the wreckage, an orange-clad 
figure walked forward, the heat unable to touch it. It was tall and 
proud, and stood on rubble five meters above the forest floor. Its 
armor and position in between the other two Sangheili let its 
authority be known. 

_Hey, Major, it's a Major !_ 

"No, it's an _Officer." _The Major carefully reached for her 
shotgun's barrel. "There's only one Major here." 

The Sangheili Majora€"err, _0f f icer_a€"twisted its mandibles into 
what probably passed off as a grin among its kind. Like a predator, 
it eyed her up, judging, its eyes narrowing into slits. It looked to 
both of the shimmers and nodded at them. 

The Elites revealed themselves and jumped down to the Major's level. 
Their swords crackled to life in unison and sparks flew. White lines 
ran in between their prongsa€"energy that threatened to escape and 
lash out at her. Their sleek, dark armor and expressionless helmets 
were made to intimidate, but the Major only felt like laughing. 

"You all make me so, so happy; I want you to know that." Her fingers 
wrapped tightly around her shotgun. "Is that sad? I don't think 
that ' s sad . " 

The Elite to her right stepped forward, and the Major immediately 
reacted . 

She _ripped _the shotgun from her back and flung it forward like a 
boomerang. The right Elite stepped aside and the gun missed, kept 
going, and sent the left one reeling. The Major pounced. 

She moved in between them before the M45 could start to fall and 
snatched it out of the air. With its barrel in her hand, she spun 



with it held out and knocked the sword out of Righty's hand as it 
faced her. Before it could defend itself, the Major swung forward and 
struck it under the helmet. At the same time, she took her magnum in 
her free hand and aimed it at Lefty. She only needed to shoot 
once . 

Righty fell back on a knee and shook its head to get the stars out of 
its vision. Surprise, surprise, it did not work. 

The Major twirled her shotgun like a baton in one hand as she used 
her magnum to dispatch of the Spec-Ops Sangheili, sparing it only a 
sidelong glance. 

"Now that we're all alonea€"" she tossed her M45 into the air, still 
spinning, and caught it by the handle, business end pointed at the 
Officer above her, "a€"why don't you come down here so we can have 
some fun? I promise I won't bite." 

The Major took her shotgun back in both hands and hugged it lovingly, 
tight against her chest, rubbing the side of her helmet against it as 
if she were a little girl rubbing her cheek against a teddy bear. "Of 
course, I can't speak for _The Queen _here." 

She took aim againaO" 

a€"and a series of plasma weapons whirred behind her. 

The Major winced and slowly lowered her gun, a massive bruise 
appearing on her pride. "Well, whaddya know?" she said through 
gritted teeth. "They got the drop on me." 

The M45, _The Queen, _returned to her back, and the Major turned, 
hands going behind her inconspicuously . What she saw managed to 
impress her. 

Sangheili. A lot of them. Some were out in the open, but most were in 
the relatively small forested patch of land the Cowles had yet to 
clear. It provided them ample cover, all forty-plus something of 
them. There were a lot, and that was bad, but they were all Minors, 
and that was good. She could handle that with a bit of care. 

"Huh. Mow'd they all get there?" she said simply. 

_It ' s not very hard to get something past you. Major. _ 

A glory-hungry Elite lobbed a plasma grenade in her direction. The 
Major hopped back as her hands reappeared, a smoke grenade twirling 
around each index finger, and tossed them at the ground before she 
landed. They immediately went off and concealed her in a thick, gray 
smoke. The plasma went off inside the cloud, but whether or not they 
got her was hard to tell. 

The Officer stood sentinel and watched his Minors as they opened fire 
on the smoke. It lit up gloriously and brightly with all sorts of 
magnificent colors, although the shots were sloppy. At the very least 
there were many of them, so perhaps that would be enough to overwhelm 
the human vermin. For now, the Officer would not assist, for those 
who fell to _vermin _were not worthy of walking The Great Journey. If 
his warriors were truly worthy of salvation, they would not require 
him . 



Meanwhile, from the vermin's point of viewa€ 1 


a€ 1 the Major lay on her back, hands behind her head, waiting for a 
break in the barrage. All around her was nothing but a protective 
gray cloak that lit up like a storm cloud, and she expected to be 
waiting for a while. Hopefully her cloak would last that long. 

After another minute, the fire died down, and she raised her foot, 
just to test if it was truly over. A charged green bolt struck it and 
her leg recoiled like a struck snake. She hissed out several 
expletives in quick succession. 

"Alright, fine; I'm ready." 

With a kip-up, the Major was back on her feet. She reached behind her 
back again, but the grenades she took out this time were not 
harmless. She threw both far and wide, did not wait three seconds 
before she had a couple more frags in hand, and threw those even 
farther and tighter. 

Explosions and screams, that's what she heard. Those seemed to be the 
token noises of the day. 

The Major prepared her final grenade like a baseball pitcher about to 
throw. She primed it, steadied herself, and threw. The frag left her 
hand with such intensity that it parted her smoke shield, but she was 
already gone. 

The Major dashed for the closest Sangheili, just a glitch in the air, 
an oddity that whispered of something beyond visibility. 

_So, what was that about me not noticing thingsa€ 1 ?_ 

_ It was blue, bright, and left a trail; in short, it doesn't 
count ._ 

The Major drove her fist deep into the Minor's stomach. As it doubled 
over and retched up bile, she spun to its back and smashed its neck 
in with her forearm. Quick and clean, then she was out. 

_You just don't want me to win anything, do you?_ 

_ Well, I do constantly make bets on your odds of 
survivala€ 1 Heh ._ 

The Major's final grenade went off behind the Elites' cover and sent 
many of them scattering and some of them to the grave. 

_Bets against my life? Can't say I expected anything else. Shoot, 
let's make one right now!_ 

The Major jumped and folded one leg underneath herself as the other 
one swung around. It connected with her victim's ear, and its hearing 
exploded, then dulled. It stumbled away uncontrollably, hand to its 
injury, but could not make it far enough. 

The Major used her kick's arc to turn her hips so she landed on her 
extended foot, then shot out her folded leg like a piston. She hit 
her marka€"the Elite's spinea€"and a _snap _followed. 



Her position was peppered by plasma fire, but she moved on before she 
could get hit . 

_I already started. Major. _ 

_ Ooh, do tell. What do I get for winning?_ 

_Heh . When you _fail, _I get the satisfaction of being the last thing 
you hear. Just imagine it: As you line in a pool of your own blood, 
all you'll hear is me whispering sweet nothings into your eara€l until 
you can't hear anything at all._ 

The Major's latest target made an effort to shoot her. Its plasma 
rifle's blue bolts came down on her like a miniature blizzard, but 
the Major's zig-zagging made it impossible for her to get hit. She 
closed the distance and clamped on to its wrist. She ducked 
underneath its arm and came up on the other side, still holding on. 
The Minor's entire arm twisted and the rifle fell out of its hand. 
Before it could cry out, her free, tucked-in arm shot out and struck 
its elbow with her own. 

_Crack !_ 

The arm bent at an odd angle, broken and beyond saving. The Major 
yanked on it and turned away so her shoulder could dig into its own, 
then grabbed the useless limb with both hands and pulled. 

She flipped the entire Elite over her shoulder and onto its back, and 
it stayed silent as she brought her leg up. It did not need to make a 
sound, for the way its mandibles twisted told of the pain it was 
in . 

The Major lifted her leg up so high that her foot went over her head, 
then she shot it down like a strike of lightning. Her heel completely 
destroyed the Minor's throat, and its mandibles drooped down. 

More prey spotted. She moved out. 

_But what if I _win? 

_Then you get to live another day. Simple. Heha€l_ 

The Major mulled this over as she rapidly closed in on the latest 
Minor. It actually seemed genuinely terrified as it scanned the 
battlefield for her. It was facing the wrong direction. 

_Well, that seems like as good a deal as any, soa€l_ 

The Major's active camouflage started to flicker on and off as she 
reached the Elite. 

It turned around seemingly slowly, maybe having spotted her 
shadow . 

She jumped at it just as her camo shut off, one hand gripping _The 
Queen's _handle, finger tense on the trigger, ready to pull the gun 
out and strike within the next second. 

_a€ 1 you ' re on!_ 



><p>The sound of buckshot went unnoticed amidst the cacophony of 
great battle. <p> 

They attacked from every side, they attacked in numbers, and they 
attacked with searing weapons, and yet for every passing, 
insignificant blow they dealt, they lost nearly a dozen of their 
forces. The fortress would have to fall. 

The fort was made up of two people with the power of many that fought 
like one. It was a dark dome that changed constantly; it opened up 
from different sides, and each time it did, a new wave of death 
engulfed the camp. 

The fort's fighters moved fast, and like a well-oiled machine. No 
words were shouted or even muttered amongst them; the twins had 
always fought like a single warrior when in the fortress. Different 
sections of the fort would open, and each of them claimed some for 
themselves without disturbing each other. 

Little Nu shot from an opening in Mu's makeshift fortress and fired 
away at the horde of eager Grunts that hopped all the way to their 
dome. Likewise, Mu made two openings for himself and blasted down the 
heavier Covvie troops, his SMGs barking and tearing into the front 
line . 

Nu pulled away and switched sides, and her previous spot sealed 
itself as her new one opened. Mu pulled his guns in and fired both 
out of a single window he gave himself. Unggoy of all classes were 
torn to pieces. Meat and metal alike filled the air. 

Nu ran out of targets on her side so she moved and took over her 
brother's window, and he opened up a new one to fire one SMG from as 
he reloaded the other. 

All the while Mu's back and shoulder pads hissed as they constantly 
reshaped themselves. Plasma splashed against them and grenades tried 
to rock them, but they would not yield, for they were made of sterner 
stuff . 

The Covenant cannon fodder had thinned out to a mere fifty Grunts, 
and their Minors were nowhere to be found. The few Ultras involved in 
the initial charge were even fewer now. And even as all of this 
occurred, the most skilled Sangheilia€"all ten of thema€"took to the 
roofs . 

They planned quickly. A force of three Rangers, three Ultras, and 
four Spec-Ops, they made a plan to overwhelm with both long-range and 
close-quarters confrontations. The Ultras and Spec-Ops nodded their 
approval and maneuvered back to the ground as the Rangers took to the 
sky and spread out . 

Mu brought the entire dome back and it folded in on itself over and 
over and separated back into its three original pieces. He never 
stopped firing during its transformation. 

Light trickles of Unggoy came at him like a beat-up boxer on his last 
legs. Mu did not let up on the triggers. With each belch, his 



miniature bunker busters spit fire and sparks that reflected off his 
heavy onyx armor, his visor's red glow searing enemy moralea€ 1 

_Mu [Big Troublea€l]_ 

a€ 1 and disorganizing them. 

Nu, crouched immediately behind Mu and with her back to him, shot 
through Unggoy craniums with her plasma-coated rounds left, right, 
and in between, the entire area glowing a bright green with each 
love-tapa€ 1 

_Nu [a€l Little China]_ 

a€ 1 but the alien nitwits did not feel any affection. 

The Grunts ran, cried, begged, and dieda€"either brutally or cleanly, 
the only deciding factor being which twin they were closest to. But 
they fell all the same and so fast. Then it was over with a final 
whimper . 

Steam rose from the ground and mixed with the sky's ashen smoke. The 
many, many corpses that littered the ground lay still like the calm 
before the storm. The twins allowed themselves to relax just a bit. 
Just a bit . 

"Nu, what's the situation?" 

Nu balanced her rifle on her shoulder and referred to her ATS. "It 
looks like our new 'Major' friend is fighting off a force of 
thirty-threea€"thirty-one Elites close by." 

"That many?" Mu whistled at the feat. "How's she holding up?" 

Nu ' s HUD made room for a few graphs, tables, and charts. "She's 
unharmed so far, so that's good. But her heart rate is _way _higher 
than even standard combat rates." 

"We should get there before she either gets shot or has a heart 
attack, eh?" 

Nu nodded once. "Yup!" 

"Then let's head out, fasta€"" 

"Shields, _out ! "_ 

Mu's shoulder pad expanded lightning-fast and slammed into the ground 
behind Nu . 

_Fwish !_ 

A beam of plasma bounced off his shield before it could brain 
Nu. 

_Fwish !_ 


His back pad quickly shifted to his head and deflected a second 
beam . 



Mu took Nu in his arms and brought his shoulder shields up front as 
his back shield stretched out to cover the rear. 


_Fwish !_ 

_ Fwish!_ 

_ Fwish!_ 

Beam after beam bounced off of his shell without so much as leaving a 
mark, but the snipers spaced out their timing cleverly so that Mu was 
forced to keep them both in cover without their plasma reserves being 
exhausted too soon. They could keep the Alphas suppressed for as long 
as they needed to. 

Nu gently shrugged out of her brother's embrace and looked around 
from inside Mu's makeshift barrier. No outside light seeped in, so 
the only illumination came from their armor and Nu ' s rifle. She did 
not notice the _pings_ that told of enemy fire. 

"I can see them. Mu," she whispered out of reflex. "There's ten of 
them. Three are above us, on the rooftopsa€"Rangers with beam 
riflesa€"and the rest are on ground level and closing in fast." 

"And we can't do anything about them until we get these snipers off 
our backs . " 

_Ping !_ 

"But don't worry; I have a plan!" She threw her hands up in the air 
to accentuate her statement. 

"You always do, Nu . " 

She gave him a big smile. "I just need you to send me flying." 

Mu returned her smile, although his was not sweet like hers, but 
mischievous. "We both know I can arrange that." 

"Then let's get ready to launch!" 

Mu turned around to face the snipers and brought his back shield in 
as his shoulder shields moved up to compensate for it. The back 
shield compressed enough for Nu to hold on to. 

"Three," started Nu . 

"Two," continued Mu. 

"One," in unison. 

Mu spun away as Nu readied herself, with one hand holding on and her 
feet pressed against the shield. It _exploded _outwards and she 
kicked out at its apex. 

Now she flew in a direct course for a Ranger. 

Mu quickly put his defenses back up before the snipers could get a 
shot in. 



Nu twisted in the air as a lance of plasma just missed her, followed 
by another. She tucked her body in and shifted her position so her 
feet were facing her target. 

The Ranger panicked and fired prematurely. The rifle hissed angrily 
and burned away at its wielder's hands. 

Nu tilted her head back and the beam missed. She brought her rifle up 
and took out the Sniper. 

She flew over the lip of the roof and activated her antigravity 
pack's thrusters before she could get much farther. Twin jets of 
intense fire blasted against the air and opposed the force keeping 
her going. She slowed down considerably as soon as the flames kissed 
the sky. 

Nu jetted back down for a brief moment before she shut off her 
thrusters. She arced her back and kicked her legs to her chest as she 
fell back to the roof. Like a ball, she rotated backwards. Once she 
was in position, she bent forward and extended her legs slightly for 
a painless landing. 

Nu hit the roof crouched, one hand flat against the ground to keep 
her balanced. 

An obnoxiously glaring red warning took over her HUD: _Thrusters 
critically low on fuel._ 

She pushed that aside, down to a tiny corner, right alongside a 
different message that was no less annoying: _Antigravity pack energy 
reserves critically low._ 

Nu stood and looked at the next building over. Atop it was the next 
sniper. Across from that building was her final target's vantage 
point. She wasted no time in moving on. 

Back on ground level, the gang of Sangheili was on Mu. 

Ultras fired plasma repeaters and covered the advancing Spec-Ops, who 
fired rifles . 

Mu had no problem at all blocking every shot, but he knew those 
Spec-Ops would be a problem when they got too close. Their energy 
swords would be much more successful at breaking through his 
defenses . 

He noticed that there was a missing _fwish _in the series of 
calculated shots, so he adjusted accordingly. His back shield moved 
above him to block the lances of plasma that came from directly 
overhead and the two at his front split and moved aside. He opened 
fire with the little ammo he had left. 

The advancing Sangheili dove and scattered as he swept his SMGs out. 
The Ultras ran and kept firing in an attempt to suppress him as the 
Spec-Ops kept their trigger fingers at bay and utilized stealth to 
get within optimal stabbing range. Mu, however, was not bothered by 
the slightly inconvenient splashes of plasma that lapped at his 
energy shields. 


A proud Sangheili warrior, whose name would forever be lost in the 



annals of time, closed in fast. He took advantage of the sniper fire 
to close in on one of the abomination's shielded blind spots. His 
brothers had yet to be struck down, and he would ensure it remained 
so. With a single motion, he would end the life of this affront to 
the Sangheili bloodlines. 

His energy sworda€"his inheritancea€"would be a tool of purging when 
it pierced this disgusting disgrace's hide. It would feel the glory 
of his blade for only a moment, before it was cleansed. It would be 
the single defining event in its pathetic, deceptive existence. But 
it would be worth living for. 

He was close to glory, his sword as eager as him. But then he noticed 
that a second sniper was down. 

Mu's blind spots peeled back and he had the would-be assassin in his 
crosshairs. A single, massive round tore through its stomach. 

Its entire midsection blew apart as if someone had taken a 
sledgehammer to a watermelon. It looked at its gaping wound dumbly, 
even when its comrades had moved on. It dropped dead another unsung 
warrior . 

The sniper fire had stopped altogether; now Mu could have fun. 

Mu's front shields extended even farther from his shoulders. He 
brought his arms back in and the shields _smashed _together to form 
something similar to a bulldozer's blade if it were inside-out. It 
stabbed into the earth and sent dirt and grass flying. It pulled in 
as if on a tight spring. 

The many, many onyx plates that made up his back shield were 
manipulated by complex internal machinery until it was a smaller 
versiona€"albeit a bit thickera€"of the conjoined shields up 
front . 

Mu charged straight into the enemy offensive; he tore the very ground 
apart, and a thunderous blare, much like a train's horn, shook the 
enemy's resolve. 

The Sangheili were foolishly brave. They attacked. 

The closest Elite reared back and jumped, sword overhead. Mu's front 
sprung up and swatted it away like a fly. Its insides were pulverized 
on contact. 

Using that as a distraction, another Spec-Ops kept low and ducked 
under the barricade/ram hybrid and swunga€" 

a€"Mu caught its wrist before it could get far. He squeezed just a 
bit and it _snapped. _The Elite's mandibles splayed out, and he 
punched through its skull. It gave a nice _splat!_ 

Its body hadn't even hit the ground yet before an Ultra was taking 
potshots at his armored, unshielded hide. It was ineffective, but it 
wasn't after ef f iciencya€"it was after attention. And it got it. 

Mu charged like a bull, but he was really more of a stampede. His 
ram/barricadea€"bramicade?a€"was suspended over his head like a metal 
umbrella that could block the worst plasma rain. 



The alien challenger kept firing and strode forward, waiting 
wait inga€ 1 


a€l until it was seconds away from being roadkill. 

The plasma repeater went down, and its energy daggers came out. It 
roared mightily and met Mu head-on. When in arm's reach, it thrust 
its dominant hand fortha€" 

The bramicade fell like history's biggest, dullest guillotine. The 
Ultra never even noticed. 

Bones were pulverized, intestines squashed, and its entire body was 
little more than a mess of limbs, bits, and important bodily 
fluids . 

Two Ultras rushed him at once, swords in their capable hands. Mu's 
bramicade split back into two and spread out. 

_Boom! _ 

_ Boom!_ 

Both shields exploded outwards and struck their respective target 
before it could get too close. 

_Boom !_ 

His back plate caved in a sneaking Sangheili's chest. Its torso was 
paper to his boulder. And like crumpled paper, the Spec-Ops was flung 
away as if it were nothing. 

The last of the Sangheili had not advanced. He stood, unsure but 
unbroken, with his sword prepared for what was likely his final 
fight. Even in his last moments, he knew no feara€"what worthy 
Sangheili did? 

Mu's shields folded in on themselves over and over againa€"whirring, 
whining, hissing, clicking, clankinga€"unt il they returned to their 
usual states. Mu also did not move; he only watched as the Elite made 
peace with its gods. 

It made its move. 

Its arm brought back, ready, it ran like so many others had. Mu still 
did not move, even as the distance was closed. 

Every muscle in the Ultra's body was tensea€"and tense meant 
prepared. Each footstep meant he was closer to either glory or death. 
His sword cut a long, thin line in the ground that sizzled and 
steamed. A growl rumbled deep within his throat, about to burst out, 
just waiting to burst out when it swunga€" 

A wave of the worst pain the Elite had ever felt swept through his 
nervous system. He fell to his knees as every electronic system on 
his combat harness went haywire. His HUD flickered until it died; his 
shields dropped dead in less than a second; even his energy sword 
fizzled away. A white-blue aura ate away at his vision. 



He summoned up the strength to lift his head and look at the massive 
abomination before him. Mu still did not move. 

Nu fell from the sky and landed on Mu's shoulder, sitting down and 
hunched forward. One hand was gone, replaced by three sharp blades 
that extended out to the sides, then straight forward. They were 
spread out away from each other evenly and were connected by curved 
metal. A white-blue ball like electricity hung in between the blades, 
suspended by streaks of the same electricity-like substance that 
coursed from the blades' tips. 

That arm was pointed at the downed Sangheili. 

"That wasn't very nice, you know," she said in that sweet voice of 
hers. "I'd ask you to apologize, but I've already tried that with 
several of your friends, and they were kind of rude about it. Rude 
like you . " 

The blades started to spin, and the streaks got brighter and wilder; 
the ball expanded until it was touching the blades themselves. The 
whole thing crackled and licked at the air. 

"You should go be rude with them." 

The plasma caster _popped _and fired. 

The ball was as fast as a bullet and much more devastating. The Ultra 
had no chance or power to react. And then half its head was gone, 
vaporized in an instant. There wasn't even a drop of blood to spill 
on the ruined forest floor. The body fell on its facea€"the good 
side . 

Nu dropped from Mu's shoulder. Her plasma caster's blades bent back, 
then shot forward again. An empty plasma casing ejected from a small 
compartment within her forearm's armor. A slight click told that she 
was ready to fire again. 

"'You should go be rude with them'?" her brother had to ask. "'Go' 
where? I thought you didn't believe in any of thata€"especially not 
their 'Great Journey.'" 

Nu brought the caster up to her face. "I don't. I just thought it'd 
be neat to say." 

The metal connecting the blades retracted into her wrist armor and 
the blades folded in twice on themselves, then into the corners and 
underside of her forearm. Her hand was back in view, fingers posed in 
an imitation of a gun. 

Mu smiled at her words before he tapped on her shoulder and motioned 
for them to move on. "C'mon, we're not done yet. Let's go lend this 
'Major ' a hand. " 

Nu beamed at the idea of helping. "Yeah! Oh, I hope she's not hurt. 
I'm looking forward to making a new frienda€ 1 " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>The Minor cried out, struggled, then hands were crushing its 
mandibles together. The Major twisted sharply and put an end to 



it . <p> 


The Major got off the corpse on legs like jelly, her entire body 
shaking slightly, excitedly. She shivered pleasantly, her lips 
slightly parted, eyes half-lidded. Her heart pounded in her chest 
like a battle drum. Her breath came to her in ragged bursts, and her 
chest rose and fell with it. 

The Major tasted something sweet on her lips, something like caramel 
and nougat. It was probably just her imagination, but she didn't 
care. She ran her tongue over her lips, not rushing ita€"uneager to 
end the sensation. 

_You had fun._ 

The battlefield was strewn with big alien corpses, advanced weaponry, 
Sangheili blood, and spent shotgun shells. She had indeed had her 
fun . 

"Mmm, hmm-hmma€ 1 " The Major sounded as if she had just been roused 
from a deep, restful sleep. She closed her eyes and turned her face 
to the sky. A beam of light had pierced the thick clouds of waste and 
shone through her visor, warming her cheeks in its wonderful glow. 
"RooMlE, "a€"her voice was husky and told of reveriea€" " I ' ve never had 
sex before, but thisa€"" she looked down at her hands and tightened 
them into fists, "a€"I bet this feels so much better." 

Despite her state of mind, her senses were still as sharp as always. 
She turned around at the sound of Sangheili feet. 

The Officer's fist met her face and floored her. 

The Elite growled in disdain when he took one good look at the 
rotting Minor. They had all disgraced themselves, and now they had 
been purged from their bloodlines. It was more of a benefit to the 
Sangheili race than a loss to the Covenant, really. 

The Officer watched as the demon struggled to lift itself off the 
ground. Pathetic, both the 'demon' and those that had dare to have 
called themselves warriors, and yet fell to such vermin. The Officer 
prepared his energy daggers and approached it. 

The Major managed to get her knees underneath herself and 
straightened herself off the ground. _Well, that hurt. Hee._ 

The Officer was getting closer now. She'd heard its daggers pop out 
of its gauntlets, so she knew what to expect. She also knew how to 
end it . 

Her expression had been set back to before the bliss. A laugh crept 
up her throat, and her shoulders started to rise and fall 
sporadically. She smirked slyly, and her eyes were feral again. Not 
even half a minute ago, she was lost in some sort of mind-numbing 
sensation she could only describe as being her own personal survival 
toola€"something carnal. Now, a different carnal desirea€"and 
_need_a€"f illed her chest, her mind, her being. 

The need to _fight._ 

The Officer was practically breathing down her neck. It stabbed 



forward . 


The Major rolled forward, too. She kicked off the ground and spun in 
midair to face it. 

The Officer growled again, annoyed. It approached her and brought its 
arm back as if it were about to hook her. She ran at it and swung and 
overhead hook. 

The Elite struck. 

The Major leaned left and ducked under its arm. Their limbs connected 
at the elbow. Her free hand, shaped more like a paw than a fist, shot 
into its armpit. 

The Officer let out a strangled cry. 

Her knuckles dug deeper into its skin as she pulled its tangled arm 
down with her own. There was a nice _pop _as its arm was dislocated. 
It choked on air and made a noise like a suffocating fish. 

The Major yanked her hand out of its armpit and took hold of its 
wrist; her other arm disentangled itself and she grabbed its elbow. 
She twisted, pushed, and pulled all at the same 
time . 

_Snap !_ 

_Pop !_ 

No sound left its mouth. 


The Officer's hand hung limply and arm was bent back at an impossible 
angle . 

"Don't relax just yet!" 

The Major held onto its hand and popped up behind it. She leveled its 
noodle-like arm with its unarmored waist, then shoved it forward. It 
went completely limp and suffered in silence. 

She let go and it plopped down on the ground like well-cooked 
spaghetti. She prodded its eye with the toe of her boot. "It doesn't 
look very delicious." 


You should shoot it; y'know, sauce it up a bit. 


"Hey, we. 

The Major 

"Well, we 
already . " 


uha€ 1 came here to help!" 

looked up to see the twins jogging up to her. 

did, " Nu continued, "but it looks like you handled it 


Mu looked around at the camp-turned-graveyard with admiration. "Wow. 
You cleaned up shop. How does one person manage to do all of 
this ? " 


The Major followed his gaze. She hooked her thumbs in her armor's 
waist and rocked back and forth on her feet. "Well, y ' knowa€ 1 I ' ve had 



a lot of practice. 


_This is good, _Mu thought to himself, suddenly eager for the near 
future. _If she can do all of this by herself, what can her _team 
_do? Yeah. This might actually work out._ 

The Major studied the twins' armor closely now that she had the 
chance . Mu's was a massive war machine. Its onyx metal was marred by 
scratches, except for his shoulder pads and back plate; they were 
flawless. It seemed as if the entire thing was made up of thin slabs 
of metal stacked on top of each other, leaving little gaps in 
between. His helmet was purely for intimidation, and she could 
appreciate that. Its red light had gone off, so his visor was gray 
and not quite as terrifying. His boots seemed more like anvils than 
footwear, even if it was armor. When she really looked at him, she 
realized that the armor made him look much, much bigger than he 
really was. 

Nu ' s armor resembled Covenant engineering much like Mu's was the 
epitome of human machinery. It was smooth, sleek, and meticulously 
clean. It was pearlescent purple and lines full of some sort of 
thick, green liquid ran all throughout it. A small, round bump 
slightly protruded from her back; it looked like a pack of some sort. 
Her armor was lithe and fit her form well, so it actually looked like 
armor and not a mountain. Her helmet was shaped like an oval and had 
a big, circular optic lens in the middle; it was almost as wide as 
the helmet itself it took up so much space. It resembled a camera 
lens, but it only stuck out about an inch from the helmet's even 
face . 

_CHIMERA, _the Major remembered. _Zhou called their armor 
"CHIMERA. 

"So, "a€"Nu snapped the Major out of her thought sa€" "you did all of 
this with justaC 1 _those?_" She motioned at the M45 on her back and 
the magnum on her thigh. 

"No." The Major brought up a fist and blew on it from behind her 
helmet. "I punched a bunch of them, too." 

"Wow." She sounded like a child being told the most wonderful fairy 
tale. The lens on her helmet widened with her eyes. "Can laClCan I 
take a look at that?" She shyly pointed at the Major's shotgun. 

The Major looked over her shoulder for a moment before she took the 
gun and tossed it at Nu . "Sure. Knock yourself out." 

Nu ' s hands shot out and grabbed for the gun, missed, grabbed for it 
again, it bounced out of her grasp, and then she wrapped both arms 
around it before it could hit the ground. Nu looked up from her 
kneeling position and gave a short, embarrassed laugh. 

_I probably should've put the safety ona€ 1 _the Major found herself 
thinking . 

Nu looked the weapon over carefully, studying its relatively simple 
designa€"relat ive to her own Marksman's Plasma Rifle, anyway. She ran 
her fingers over its dark finish and compared it to the vivid 
memories of her previous encounters with scatterguns and identified 
it as the M45 Tactical Shotgun. However, this one was definitely a 



custom job. 


The usual black and silver of M45s was just black, and the holes that 
should have been running along the top sides were not there at all. 
They were replaced by an engraving that read _The Queen of Buckshot, 
_and on either end of it there was a small pile of shotgun shells 
etched into the metal. On the handle was a small yet powerful flame, 
and under its finely crafted details was a single word that had been 
crudely scratched on: _Ashes. _The stock was engraved with _The Pride 
and Joy ofa€" _and the rest was scratched out. When Nu turned it 
over, she saw that the other side of the gun was exactly the same, 
even the scratched-on _Ashes _and the scratched-of f words. 

_Huh . I wonder what that's supposed to say._ 

Nu studied the gun; Mu studied the battlefield. 

Bodies, plain and simple. Corpses. Cadavers. The dead, one and all; 
killed in all manner of ways. It was f antast ica€"an art, really, to 
be able to end so many lives so quickly, so efficiently, and with 
what he imagined to be finesse and brutality. It must have been a 
beautiful spectacle. Too bad he missed it. 

The Major snapped her fingers an inch away from Mu's face and brought 
his attention back to her. "Mu, right? You haven't told me your 
decision yet. What's it gonnaaC"?" 

"Yes." This was a good idea. A camp full of dead Cowles told him 
so . 

"That's great!" She reached up and took off her helmet. She held it 
under her arm as she stuck her hand out for him to shake. 

Mu did the same, except he did not remove his helmet; it removed 
itself. Much like his shields, complex machinery within it shifted 
the metal around until it basically peeled away from his head and 
rested against his back and under his chin. Nu walked up to her 
brother's side and her helmet did the same. A loose, wild ponytail 
popped out once free from its confines. The Major resisted the urge 
to reach out and pet it. 

The twins, to nobody's surprise, resembled each other. Like Mr. Zhou 
had said, they shared the chalk-white skin and shiny, lustrous silver 
hair that matched their eyes. They both shared their high, narrow 
jawline, and their lips were the same color as their hair, albeit a 
more muted shade. Their chins were pointed and narrow. Their 
cheekbones were high, wide, and prominent; while Nu ' s were softer and 
youthful. Mu's were angular and hard. Nu ' s cheeks curved in nicely 
from her cheekbones down to her chin, accentuating the delicateness 
of her features. Mu's were straighter, sterner. They both had a 
button nose; hers was small, upturned, and pointed, and his was a bit 
wider, and the tip was a bit lower and flatter. Her eager, 
almond-shaped eyes were wide and naturally inquisitive, and his were 
narrower and stubborn. Nu had a small mouth with relatively full lips 
that reflected a timid nature; Mu's was wider, lips thin and 
untrusting . 

Nu ' s hair was long, even in its ponytail. The tail was all over the 
place, resembling an electric fan in the way it was shaped, or a saw 
blade with fewer, thicker, longer blades that originated right from a 



single point in the middle. It was so big that the Major could see 
its outline around Nu ' s head. Most of her forehead was obscured by 
bangs that swept across, from her right down to her left. More hair 
hung down either side of her face, reaching her chin at the front and 
shortening as it reached the back of her skull. It was symmetrical, 
and thickest at its longest. 

Mu's hair was far simpler, owing to his penchant for keeping things 
uncomplicated . It was short and was swept up and forward. 

Simple . 

The Major offered her other hand to Nu and shook hers as she shook 
Mu's, but her eyes never left Nu ' s hair. "Whoaa€ 1 Your hair defies 
gravity ! " 

Nu giggled and took her hand back. "What, yours can't?" 

Nu brought that hand up and the gauntlet disassembled itself until 
her hand was left bare. She took out a flask from a pouch on her 
waist and poured some water on her palm. She returned the flask and 
approached the Major with her cupped hand. 

The Major took a wary step back. "What ' re you doing? Is that water? I 
hope it's water, for both our sakes." 

Nu ignored that and took her hand in her own, then stood as close as 
she needed to be. She took her cupped hand and raised it over the 
Major's head. She tilted her hand and let the cool liquid pour over 
her hair. 

The Major was not amused. 

Nu ran her hand through the Major's hair, trying to raise it and 
manipulate it into some sort of satisfactory style. In the end, she 
only managed to leave the Major with a cowlick. "Hmm. I guess it 
can't. Whoopsy. Sorry." She stepped back sheepishly. 

The Major put her helmet back on. "Yeah, sure, whatever." She pressed 
two fingers to the side of her helmet and turned away. "Sam, you can 
come and pick us up now. The twins agreed." 

Off in the distance, a Pelican rose above the treetops and lazily 
flew to their position. The twins' helmets came back on. They opened 
up like a couple of flytraps, shaping up to close around their heads. 
Miniature fans powered up and blew against their heads and pressed 
their hair against their skulls. They kept Nu ' s troublesome hair in 
place as her helmet sealed around her. 

_That Dr. "Brandt" guy thought of everything, _the Major thought with 
admiration at such thoroughness. 

"And I thought we got all the cool toys, " she said aloud. "Seriously, 
I bet Sam would love something like that. I keep telling her to cut 
her hair a bit shorter so she won't struggle so much with her helmet, 
but, eh, "a€"she shruggeda€" "the woman knows what she likes." 

"Is the MJOLNIR armor really so different from ours?" Nu was sincere 
in her questioning. 


"Yeah. We don't all get some fancy, super-cool, manually 



construct ing/deconstruct ing system. Some of us have to rely on 
machines to do that." 

Nu ' s armor's one "eye" narrowed in thought. "Interesting." 

_Icarus _touched down and lowered its ramp. The trio stepped 
inside . 

"I just didn't expect it to be soa€lpink," Michael whispered to 
Rick . 

"_Yes, it's fucking pink!" _Sam shouted over the ship's broadcast 
system. _"I made a bet, I lost, but you know what? I just can't 
resist beating the Major at something. 

"—Trying _to beat me at something," the Major corrected. "You've yet 
to beat me at something, Sammy-dearie . " 

Sam growled and turned off the broadcast, choosing to seethe in 
silence . 

"And speaking of thata€"" she sat down and turned to Recon "a€"I just 
got a boost in my kill-count. You might want to step it up, 
buddy . " 

Recon made a motion with his fist that seemed to say, _Dammit._ 

The twins each took a seat next to the Major, feeling the most 
comfortable near her. 

"So, Mu and Nu, eh?" Rick eyed their armor from behind his visor. 

"I'm Rick, Zulu Team's techie." 

"And I'm Michael, the team's medic." He flashed them a warm smile. 
"I'm new, too . " 

Mu cocked his head Sergei's way, who was sitting next to the cargo 
door. "Who's the big guy?" 

"That's Sergei," Rick answered. "He's your usual berserker. And 
Russian . " 

"The Russian part is integral to his character, " the Major 
elaborated . 

Sergei shifted in his seat and his gravity hammer fell on the ground 
on its head. Its blade was angled so that the Major could see her 
reflection even across from the cargo bay. 

The Major raised her hands in front of herself as if she were about 
to back away. "Hey, now, calm down there, Sergei. It was just a 
joke . " 

Sergei sat back in his original position. 

"a€ 1 Ya big lug . " 

The Major dove to the floor and a blink later the gravity hammer was 
embedded into her seat. She stood up, looked at it, then at Sergei, 
and then extended her arms to either side as if to say, _What the 



fuck, dude?_ 

She got nothing from him. 

The Major took the hammer in her hands and pressed one foot against 
the bay's walls. She pulled it out of her seat and sat back down with 
it across her lap. "There, I took away your toy. You won't get this 
back until we get home." 

Sergei was unfazed. 

"_Major, " _Sam said over the broadcast system again, _"either you get 
your ass in here or you send someone else in to co-pilot. We're 
taking of f . 

"Alright, fine. Recon, go help her, would ya?" 

Recon obliged, seeming to eagerly enter the cockpit . A minute later, 
the Pelican rocked as it started its flight back to Base Zulu. 

"So, Nu, " Rick started, "tell me: Will you end up stealing my 
job? " 

The question took Nu aback. "W-what?" 

"Do you know how to hack?" 

"Uh, well, yeaha€ 1 " 

Rick crossed his arms. 

"a€lbut only Covenant systems! That's what I, uha€ 1 that ' s what I 
specialize in." She stared at her lap like a chastised child. 

Rick relaxed. "That's good to hear. We'll get along just fine." 

Nu sighed in relief. 

"Enough about your insecurities, "a€"the Major waved away the 
topica€""we still need to know what it is that we're looking 
for. " 

She looked at the twins to address them properly. "We found a 
survivor in that facility I mentioned earliera€"one of _Trial and 
Error's. _He mentioned something about your Beta buddies going there 
for what he referred to as a 'star.' Now Zhou, in his haste, forgot 
to tell me what he meant by that, but by the way he reacted to the 
news, it's probably not good. If we're to fight and win, we need to 
know what they're after. So, what can you tell me about this 
' star ' ?" 

The twins shared a look. 

"That's bad," Nu said. 

"Yeah, I figured as much." 

"No, I mean really, _really _bad. That thing you're talking about? 
Yeah, we call it 'The Blackstar.' It's a highly advanced piece of 
technology. It doesn't belong to the Covenanta€"it ' s way too complex. 



and not purple, and we found it underground." 

"Wait, underground? On _Reach?" _Rick was having a hard time 
believing that. 

Nu nodded. "Well, saying we found 'it' is misleading. We found pieces 
of it over the years. It's kinda like a puzzle. Each piece can 
function on its own, but together, they can share so much 
information, anda€ 1 hurt so many more." 

"I bet all this tech-talk is getting Rick all frisky." The Major 
shivered. "Keep going." 

"We never found all the pieces, so there's no doubt that once they 
take all of the ones we found, they'll go after the rest." 

"That sounds bad, "a€"Rick nodded to himself a€" "but what exactly does 
the Blackstar do? Just how badly should I be freaking out?" 

"Well, the Blackstar is ancient technology from a civilization we 
know nothing about. It contains information that could threaten our 
very existence, even in good hands, and can manipulate technology 
like a literal universal remote." 

"That soundsa€ 1 bad . " 

"It's really, _really _bad." 

"And now we've come full circle. Great." The Major looked at Mu. 
"Well, at least we know what we're up against. Kinda. But that's 
enough of that; I wouldn't want Ricky-boy over there to suffer a 
heart attack. He's somewhat important." 

"'Somewhat'?" Rick mocked offense. 

"Just a bit. Anyway, let's talk about the latest additions to our 
merry band of misfits; let's start with where the two of you were 
after the HYBRID program shut down." 

"Why do you need to know that?" Mu asked not apprehensively, just 
curiously . 

"I just like to know a little bit about people before I decide 
whether or not to align with them." 

"You never asked me anything about myself, " Michael pointed 
out . 

"That's because you're easy to figure out. Rookie," Rick answered. 
"Like us, your family was killed, home glassed, and you were taken 
away to become what you are now. Well, maybe you were a little more 
expendable back then. The point is, these twoa€"" he pointed at Mu 
and Nu, "a€"they're something else." 

Michael shrugged. "Fair enough." 

Mu leaned back in his seat. "After the program went offline and the 
survivors were allowed to either leave or stay, I decided that the 
two of us weren't about to sit around where the Betas could come back 
for us. We'd already lost Alpha and Upsilon in our last encounter 



with them; we couldn't survive something like that again." 

Knowing that Nu would not like to add anything, he 
continued . 

"_Trial and Error _had been courteous enough to grant all three of 
usa€"the third being Epsilona€"f ake identities so we could gain 
access to UNSC facilities as we roamed Reach. I don't know where 
Epsilon is now. He went his own way." 

Nu sighed, sad and longing. 

"Oh, but we do," Rick said as he held out his wrist's TACPAD for the 
two of them to see. A continent was on display, and a big blue dot 
blinked near its middle. "How do you think we found you? _Trial and 
Error _might have let you go, but that doesn't mean they're not 
keeping an eye on you." 

"Or maybe they're keeping an eye out _for _them, " Michael 
countered . 

"Whatever the case may be, we know he's alive, and we know where he 
is, and we'll be picking him up tomorrow." 

"That's good to know," Mu said with considerable relief in his 
voice . 

"Go back to the part about roaming Reach, " the Major urged. "What did 
you two do as you were vagabonding all over the place?" 

"Whatever we could. We'd find a UNSC building to stay in, posing as 
Spartans. We spent a lot of time hunting Insurrectionists, and even 
more studying the indigenous wildlife." 

Everybody in the bay gave Mu a look, even Sergei. 

"Well , Nu did . " 

"Call it a biological interest," Nu spoke up. 

"She wanted to study their behavior, habits, habitat sa€"y ' know, the 
usual biology. When it came time to take a look inside and see what 
made them tick, though, we'd have to go through the whole procedure 
quickly. Nu would cry otherwise." 

"They didn't deserve to die." Nu twiddled her thumbs nervously as she 
rubbed her feet together. "But I'm just _really _curious . " 

"Sounds like a good ol ' time!" The Major leaned in close to Nu . 
"What's your next study subject? The lovable Moa? The fearsome 
Guta?" 


"No, we already did them. Humans are up next." 

The Major backed off back into her seat. 

"But those trips of ours did take me back; back to when we were still 
training and learning, back to when Alpha and Upsilon were 
St illa€ 1 around . " Nu ' s voice got quieter. "Alpha: so outgoing and 
caring. Upsilon: the strongest of us all." 



She stared at her lap again and breathed in deeply. "Can someone else 
talk now?" 

The Major took the offer. "So, urn. Mu, you said you hunted down 
Innies for a while?" 

"Yeah. We slaughtered them all over Reach." 

"Really now?" the Major said with some amusement, "because it seems 
like you missed a spot." 

"Ah, right, those guys out in the woods yesterday, " Rick recalled. It 
wasn't easy to keep track of every single meager kill. "The ones 
talking about their 'shady friends.'" He laughed. 

The Major laughed, too. "Yeah. They were so 'big and bad' with their 
friends in high places," she sneered. "If they associate with Innies, 
I doubt they're a threat. I mean, what ' re they gonna doa€"send a 
fleet after us?" 
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><pXstrong> [ July 24, 2552<strong> 

**1931 hours** 

**Aboard non-UNSC warship in orbit over unknown 
planetaC"** 

a€"**planetary system unchartedaC 1 ] * * 

The man referred to solely as "The Chairman" by his subordinates 
stepped out of the elevator and walked across the communicat ions room 
quickly and with purpose. Blue lights under the transparent ceiling 
and floor highlighted the staff that sat at desks as they intercepted 
vital information, walked around the room to pass along messages, and 
shouted commands and requests. The walls were massive windows that 
allowed in light from the system's proud sun, Solairus. The space was 
dominated by the sound of hundreds of terminals in use at 
once . 

There was never an idle moment on board the League's flagship, _The 
Scorpioness ' s Flame. _ 

The Chairman reached a very short set of steps on the other end of 
the room and took them up to a platform, then stepped through a pair 
of automatic doors and into an expansive, almost noble, office. The 
roof was high above him, and a large patch of the floor was carpeted. 
The front walls were all glass and offered an unobstructed view of 
the planet they orbited, Unitas. An elegant desk was placed near the 
front; its make suggested it was ancient and regal, but the holotank 
embedded into its surface said otherwise. 

Behind the desk sat the man everybody referred to as "The Director." 
There was no better title for the one who lead the Leaguea€"_directed 
_ita€"to a brighter future for humanity. 

The Chairman stopped at his desk and stood straighten. "Director, 
sir! " 



The Director did not turn away from the magnificent view of their 
home; he continued to look into the blue planet's swirling white pits 
and deep, dark, blotchy expanses of land. The Chairman 
continued . 

"We found her . " 

That caught the Director's attention. 

The Chairman took the datapad he had been carrying around under his 
arm and flicked through menus until he reached his files. He chose a 
picture he had received just a few minutes ago. 

The holotank burst to life. It threw a rainbow of colors all over the 
office as it hummed and made high, electronic growls. The colors 
dulled and grew less diverse, but its powerful, highlighting blue 
glow persisted. 

The Director turned his chair around to face his desk. A holographic 
projection floated over the tank; it was a perfect three-dimensional 
recreation of the Chairman's picture. There was not much to it, just 
a woman sitting at a table. But it was enough. 

The Director recognized her. _Everybody _in the League could 
recognize her. He recognized her eyes, her hair, her skin, her 
scarsaC 1 

Especially her scars. 

_And she hasn't grown an inch since our last encounter, _the Director 
thought with some amusement. Then he noticed the jagged line that 
cracked across her throat. _That didn't heal up so nicely. _ 

He smirked and chuckled to himself. 

The Chairman kept still as the Director pressed a button on his 
desk . 

"Admiral Conumbard, plot a course for Reach and tell the rest of the 
fleet to do the same." He settled back in his chair, hands linked 
together by his fingers. "We were right." 

_"Aye, Director, sir!" _came the immediate response. _"Attention all 
Captains, this is Eleet Admiral Conumbard speaking. By the order of 
the Director, we are to initiate hyper-slipspace travel; destination: 
Reach . 

The speaker exploded with acknowledgements. 
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><p>Space itself was torn apart as countless slipspace ruptures were 
born. Massive pitch-black warships winked out of existence in 
seconds. A minute after the order was given, the entirety of the 
League's Eirst Elite Eleet was gone, travelling through a realm 
invisible to the naked eye . <p> 


The League had made its move. 



><pXstrong>Line from the next chapter : <strong> 


**"Nuuuu, I found youuuu!"** 


6. A Quality Bonding Experience 
Chapter 6: So Nu and the Major Walk Into a ClubaC 1 
** [July 24, 2552** 

**2047 hours** 

**Base Zulu** 

**Planet ReachaCl]** 

"I expected you to bea€ 1 bigger . " The Major sounded somewhat 
disappointed . 

"You shouldn't be one to criticize. Major." Rick put a hand on her 
head. "You're shorter than he is." He ruffled her hair. 

"I swear to a deity of your choosing, Ricka€"if you don't stop doing 
that I'll kick your balls so hard you'll be tasting them!" 

Rick kept doing it. 

She growled like a feral dog. 

He took his hand back. 

"What did you expect?" Mu asked. 

"I don't know; somebody who actually looks like they can carry around 
that armor of yours?" the Major suggested. 

"You shouldn't be one to criticize. Major." Sam took her arm in her 
own hand. Her fingers easily wrapped all the way around her upper arm 
and then some. "You're not muscular yourself." She gave her arm a 
squeeze . 

"I fucking swear, Sama€ 1 " 

Before anyone could do anything regrettable. Mu spoke. "It wouldn't 
be doing us any favors if I were as big as you expected me to be. The 
whole point is to pass for human. Well, pass for a hundred-percent 
human . " 

Although he was no Sergei, Mu still had some good muscle on him. His 
limbs were well defined, and his torso was sturdy, but not wide. He 
stood a foot over the Major's head. 

The Major crossed her arms over her chest. "Yeah, that's a good 
point, I guessaCl" She sounded like she had been denied a look at the 
grandest thing she could imagine. "I just expected someone who can 
punch holes into a Scorpion to look a bita€ 1 Hulk-ish . " Her eyes 
drifted to a beaten-up tank in the maintenance bay, then to Mu's 



knuckles. All they had to show that he had crushed its titanium 
plating like a can were a few light scratches. 

"I know the muscle-to-strength ratio is a bita€ 1 disproportionate, 
but that's all _Trial and Error's _genetic tampering." Mu rubbed his 
chin. "If you want the scientific explanation, you'll have to talk to 
Nu, but from what I understand, our muscles are more tightly packed 
than is normal for any human being. That's why they look so lean, and 
not all bulky and bulging. I guess it's by some great luck that you 
guys are Threes; we'll fit right in. If you were Twos, we'd look tiny 
by comparison." 

"I guess then you'd know how the Major feels," Michael said as he 
walked into the maintenance bay. 

The Major's eye twitched as she saw the joke coming. 

"She's tiny compared to everyonea€"" 

She ripped Sam's thigh-knife out of its sheath and threw it in one 
motion . 

The fine, sharp blade spun the entire distance until it stabbed into 
the wall several feet behind Michael. A few strands of hair fell from 
his nest of curly locks. 

He gulped lamely. 

"Is it my birthday today?" she asked loudly enough for them all to 
hear. "Did I suddenly turn twenty-one without even knowing? Because I 
did _not _ask for a fucking roast ! " 

"Hmm, why do we do what we do?" Rick wondered aloud. He could not 
come up with an answer and so shrugged. "I don't know. Do you have an 
answer, Sam?" 

"In general? We do what we do because we can. Right now, though, I'm 
only doing it for the faces she makes." 

The Major's glare burned into Sam's skull. The way her brow furrowed, 
her eyes narrowed, and her lips parted to reveal her teeth gritting 
all did wonders for Sam's libido. 

Sam reached out with a finger and poked the Major's cheek. "You're so 
friggin' adorable." 

And that did wonders to calm down the Major. It was fortunate, too; 
her foot was a few poorly chosen words away from letting loose on an 
inanimate object. She took in several breaths and closed her eyes. 
"Rookie?" she said calmly, pleasantly, eyes still shut. 

"Yeah?" He was starting to calm down, but used the back wall to 
support himself on his wobbly legs. 

"Who the _fuck _taught you to talk like that?" 

Michael jumped and hit his back against the wall. "Uha€"Rick did! 

Rick did ! " 


The Major turned to the technophile in a flash. "Really, Rick? So 



soon? We've only had the rookie for a few hours and you've _already 
_turned him against me?" 

Rick mimicked searching around for someone before he stopped to look 
at her, pointed at himself with an expression of mock shock, and then 
shrugged his shoulders with the absolute worst poker face anyone in 
the bay had ever seen. 

The Major's features softened as she thought what this new 
development implied. She folded one arm under her chest as she rested 
her other elbow on that hand, cupping her chin. "Hmma€ 1 Really ? Wow. 
You're not usually social enough to be influential." 

She suddenly gasped and her eyes shot up in his direction. "Do you 
know what this means?" 

Nobody had an answer. 

The Major hopped off one foot and landed on the other one directly in 
front of Rick. Before he could react, her hands were on his cheeks 
and pulling him down to her level. "It means my Ricky-boy is _finally 
_getting over his antisocial tendencies!" She squeezed down on his 
cheeks and brought his face down further until their noses almost 
touched. "I'm so _very _proud of you!" she said as she turned his 
head from side to side, over and over again. 

Rick pulled away from her grasp, then stood a little straighten and 
leaned back just a bit. The Major frowned, and then reached for him 
again. He did not even have to move to avoid her invasive hands. She 
even stood on her tiptoes and yet she still fell a bit short. 

She gave up and stood back. "Fuck you." 

As Mu watched, he could not help but be reminded of the Alphas from a 
time that seemed so long ago. They had joked and annoyed each other, 
and then laughed about it afterwards. Their loyalty to each other was 
fierce, stronger than any friends, and more honest than any family. 
They were as close as can be, a kinship thicker than blood. 

In a strange sort of way. Mu saw that in this team of Threesa€"Zulu 
Team, he was told was their name. It was his name now, too. And so he 
smiled the same as they did and joined in on the laughter as the 
Major stomped out of the maintenance bay, anger seeming to manifest 
itself as an intense, dark aura that clung to her body. 
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><p>"If my friends are a bunch of assholes, what does that say about 
me? Be honest. "<p> 

_It means you're a sad, little person. Major. _ 

"Oh, not you, too!" 

_Be honest; I'm the _first _person you expected this from, aren't 
I?_ 

"No! I, uha€ 1 Youa€ 1 Yeah, shit, never mind, you're right." 

_0f course I am. There's nothing you can keep from me._ 



"You sure about that?" 


_I'm in your head. Major. I know that being in _your_ mind doesn't 
mean much, but you get my point. You can't hide _anything_ from me. 
You can't hide from_ me_._ 

"Now why would I ever want to do that?" 

_You mean you don't? Wow. You are really fucked. _ 

"Well, it's not like I can get rid of you, right?" 

_That ' s right. You're stuck with me forever. _RooMiE ' s voice took on 
a musical quality when she said that, as if she were very, _very 
_happy about that fact. 

"Exactly, so why would I bother trying to change that?" The Major 
reached her team's hall and made her way to her room. Nobody gave her 
any strange looks as she passed them by; they all just assumed she 
was speaking into some tiny device somewhere on her person. "Say, uh, 
RooMlEa€ 1 you can't, uha€ 1 you can't actually _control _any part of my 
body, right?" 

_Heh-heh. Why don't we find out?_ 

"Uh, no thanks. I don't want to wake up one day to find out that I've 
prehumously donated organs, y'know?" 

When the Major reached her room, she stopped moving just as she was 
about to unlock the automatic door. She leaned in close and sure 
enough could hear humming coming from the other side, and then a 
drawer closing, then another one opening. 

_Do you think that's a rat. Major? Heh._ 

"Yeah, a big one." 

Her finger punched in a code and the door opened. 

The Major stepped in, but it was only a single step. There was no 
thief; it was Nu, fresh from the lost and found. As luck would have 
it, the lost and found had not been cleared out, so the Alphas had 
plenty of clothes to choose from as they settled down in Base 
Zulu . 

_But why is Nu putting her new clothes in my drawers?_ 

The Major intended to find out. 

She approached Nu from the side, and she was sure Nu could hear her, 
and even see her from her peripheral vision, yet she kept humming and 
packing . 

"Nu, what ' re youa€"?" 

Nu shot up, spinning as she did, and her leg rocketed up high. The 
attack was fast, but her target was faster. 

The Major's forearm rose to cover her head. Their limbs 



connected . 


Nu ' s leg came back and planted itself on the ground. She spun again, 
and her other foot trailed behind her, and then kicked out in a clean 
arc . 

The Major's hand swung out and parried the blow away. "Seriously, Nu, 
what ' re youa€"?" 

Nu used the Major's own force to power the speed of her next spin, 
leg bent out like a ballet dancer, the skirt she wore flowing in the 
wind. She spun and spun, never striking but getting subtly closer to 
the Major. 

The Major's eyes ran over Nu ' s body, mind working erratically to find 
any changes that could indicate an attack. Nu ' s poise and posture 
were perfect, but it was coming. She could feel it. She hadn't 
survived this long by dismissing her instincts. 

Then Nu kicked up straight, aimed at her chin. 

The Major leaned with the attack; her foot whizzed right by her ear. 
Nu ' s leg kept going and the Major kept leaning. 

The Major's hand touched the ground when Nu ' s foot passed way over 
her . 

She supported herself on her palm as she shot her lower body straight 
up, right leg tucked in close to her chest. 

Nu had spun again, her arm aimed out. Her forearm struck behind the 
Major's left knee. 

The Spartan's leg immediately folded in, wrapping around the Alpha's 
arm. Her right leg shot straight up and made contact. 

Nu only whimpered as pain blasted through her body, originating from 
her armpit . 

The same leg bent back, and then struck Nu ' s stomach like a piston. 

As she doubled over, the Major pushed off the ground and wrapped that 
same leg around the back of Nu ' s neck. 

The hold made it very awkward for Nu to keep standing, so she 
fell . 

As she sank to her knees, the Major swung herself back as she pulled 
Nu in with her legs. Nu ' s feet left the ground, and the Major 
released her. 

Nu was in the air for no more than a second before she was rolling on 
the ground. She stopped when she hit the wall. 

The Major landed on her hands, then her toes, then she allowed 
herself to fall to her knees right in front of the open drawer. She 
looked inside, nudging articles of clothing aside and occasionally 
taking something out to properly look it over. 

"No. No. Nope. Nuh-uh. Eha€lNah. How ' re you even supposed to fight in 
this? Looks nice, but completely impract ical . " 



And so it went for the better part of a minute until the Major looked 
to Nu and said, "I can appreciate your fashion sense, but I have to 
question the mobility." 

Nu stirred and moaned, then sat up, slowly so as to not worsen her 
swimming head. "a€l Thank you?" 

The Major closed the drawer after she was done. She stood up, kicked 
off her shoes, tossed her jacket onto a sofa chair, and then threw 
herself back onto her bed. She moaned appreciatively. "Oh, man; after 
a day of sleuthing, slaying, and more sleuthing and slaying, just 
getting to lie down is _orgasmic!"_ 

Nu got to her feet tentatively, feeling woozy and a bit nauseous. She 
stepped forward, and then collapsed on the bed. 

The Major looked at her with the kind of smile one would give a puppy 
or a child one cannot stay mad at. She reached out and patted her 
head . 

_Hair that shines in the light, and silky to the touch, _she thought 
dreamily . 

"So, kiddo, what ' re youa€"?" 

"I don't have a room." Nu ' s voice was muffled by a cushiony 
pillow . 

"Oh. Wait, really? I thought this hall still had space in it." 

Nu shook her head without removing her face from the most comfortable 
pillow she had ever laid her head on. 

"Well, I guess that's as good a reason as any to break into my room. 
But why me?" 

"Why not? I mean, I didn't have a lot of options, really." 

The Major thought about that, then supposed she was right. "Okay, 
sure. But why ' d you attack me?" 

"I wanted to see how you would react. I didn't expect you to be 
soa€lfast. I think you're even faster than Epsilon." 

"Epsilon's pretty fast, huh?" 

"Yeah, he's pretty good." 

The Major's smile got a little bigger. "Well, I look forward to 
seeing just how good he is, " she said with a hint of mischief; 
mischief that Nu did not catch. 

"You'll like him. You'll be great friends; we all will." 

The Major smirked. "That brand of optimism is kinda weird around 
here. I think I like it." 


They lay in comfortable silence, Nu completely still while the Major 
fidgeted around on the bed, twisting, turning, stretching, playing 



with her fingers, knocking her knees together, and so it went. She 
turned again and came face-to-face with Nu . 

"I want to go out," the Alpha said suddenly. 

"Go out?" The Major was not expecting such a sudden 
declaration . 

"Yeah; go somewhere. Explore and see the sights, sights that aren't 
jungles and forests and military complexes." 

"Then go somewhere. Nobody's going to stop you; believe me." She 
chuckled to herself. 

"I want you to go with me!" 

The Major was taken aback. She looked into Nu ' s eyes, shining 
brighter than usual with her idea, and determined that she was 
telling the truth: She really _did _want her to tag along. 

"Why is that, Nu?" 

"I want to get to know you a little better, like friends do. It'll be 
a bonding experience for the both of us ! " 

"'Bonding experience, ' eh? Last time I had a 'bonding experience' I 
was numb for a week! Ropes really chafe, and chains are really cold, 
and it's all made worse when Sam is in charge." The Major shook her 
head and laughed. "What a way to spend a weekend!" 

The implication went over Nu ' s head. "Where were you 
numb ? " 

_"Everywhere, _Nu . " The Major frowned, then corrected herself. "Well, 
_almost _everywhere. That ended up being a fucking teasea€"a _literal 
_' fucking tease.'" She giggled at her own wit. 

"I can promise there will be absolutely no chaffing or numbness where 
we're going! Please come." 

Nu was pleading, doe-eyed, bottom lip barely sticking out with the 
hint of a pout. The Major could see the hope she held. 

"How am I to know that I'm not just your next study subject?" The 
Major smirked. "Are you going to cut me open once we're away and out 
of earshot?" She reached out and stroked Nu ' s cheek in a gesture that 
seemed to mock her. 

"Well, I _do _want to study human socialization in persona€"but I 
promise _nobody _will be getting cut open!" Nu smiled reassuringly. 
"And if you do see me coming at you with a scalpel, you could just do 
that thing you did right now." 

"I could do that and more, Nu . " The Major jumped off the bed and 
stretched out. "Alright, let's go then." 

Nu sat up, eyes wide, giddy. "Really? You mean it?" 

"Yeah, sure. I don't like staying in one place for too long 
anyway . " 



The Major's heart skipped a beat when a pair of arms wrapped around 
her. Nu nestled her chin on her shoulder and said with great 
gratitude, "Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you, thank 
you ! " 

_RooMiEa€ 1 what is this?_ 

_ What, did your parents never hug you?_ 

_ They probably did, but thisa€lthis feels weird. _ 

_ Weird and unwelcome, Major?_ 

_ No, just weird. _ 

Such a blatant display of affection had the Major feelinga€ 1 nervous . 
Was there affection on her team? Sure, but the way they showed it was 
_nothing _like this. "Geez, kiddo, relax. I'm just going along for 
the ride . " 

"Doesn't matter," Nu said right into her ear. "I still appreciate 

it . " 

Nu let go and made her way to the bathroom sink, a little spring in 
her step. 

The Major stumbled over to her dresser and held on to it to keep 
herself steady. Her eyes glued themselves to the mirror, and she felt 
like she was now missing something. Her hands slowly, cautiously rose 
to her chest and she just as slowly and cautiously wrapped her arms 
around herself. She gulped audibly and waited like that as the faucet 
ran. The sounds of splashing and water going down the drain were 
surreal, distant, as if they should not exist. 

_a€ 1 Major !_ 

She snapped out of it with a start. "Huh? What?" 

_Well, that took longer than usual. _ 

The Major looked at her reflection more intently and, upon realizing 
what she was doing, pushed away from the mirror and pulled her arms 
back to her sides. "Still weird. Still too _fucking _weird." 

With her sense of normalcy back, she walked over to and stood in 
front of the bathroom doorway. 

Nu ' s hair had been let loose when she got out of her armor, and it 
fell back behind her back like Sam's, although it was a lot more 
orderly. Now she was running water through it, thoroughly and 
methodically, seemingly reaching each individual strand. She pulled 
at it and squeezed, brushed it with her fingers this way and that, 
and when she was done, it was back in its strange ponytail. 

The Major didn't even see her use anything to tie it up. "Uh, 
Nua€lhow'd you do that?" 

Nu brushed a few errant strands into position before pulling away 
from the cabinet's mirror and facing the Major. "Do what?" 



The Major motioned to the crazy 'do she had styled. "All of 
that . " 

Nu shrugged. "I dunno . That's just how it is. Get it wet and it's 
like putty. Gets dry really fast, too, so that's super convenient. I 
could do crazier stuff with it if I wanted to and it'd stay like that 
until I wet it again." 

"a€lThat is unbelievably convenient." 

"I know, right? No gel required; just add water." 

The Major made her way back to her bed and retrieved her shoes. "So, 
where exactly are we going?" 

Nu went back into the room, went around to the other side of the bed, 
and picked up a pair of comfortable-looking boots before she sat 
down. "I saw a flyer for this one place a while ago. I can't remember 
the name, but I have the address. There's dancing and drinks and some 
other stuff, I'm sure." 

The Major finished tying her shoelaces and put her jacket back on. 

"So it's a club you want to go to? Could be fun." 

Nu slipped on a pair of socks, then stepped into her boots. "I hope 
so. I wouldn't want to drag you out there for nothing." 

The Major waited until Nu looked ready to go, studying her in the 
meantime. She had learned long ago, in what seemed like a different 
life, that even the tiniest thing about people spoke volumes about 
them. By now she had honed her skills in both observation and 
deduction to fine points, partially out of necessity and partially 
out of boredom. 

By the fluidity of her movements, the Major could see her natural 
grace, the kind found in a fairy tale princess. However, her posture 
was neither regal nor noble; she did not sit up straight, but neither 
did she slouch. She was justa€ 1 comfortable . But despite that, she was 
obviously not _entirely _comfortable in her presence. Her fluidity 
stuttered occasionally , and she sometimes stopped completely, as if 
she had suddenly remembered she was not alone in the room, and was 
technically not supposed to be there. 

_Introverted? Nah. She's actively trying to make friends, and doesn't 
seem to have a problem around a group, just new people. So she's shy, 
but not shy enough to prevent her from attacking me, though. She's 
also extremely apologetic, if the way she just suddenly freezes is 
anything to go by, as is she just randomly remembers she tried to 
assault me, but is too ashamed and shy to come apologize. I can tell 
she _really _wants to, though. That's why her movements are stiff 
sometimes ._ 

And despite her earlier comment, Nu ' s current ensemble spoke of an 
ability to mix practicality with preference. It was light in weight, 
but dark in color. A black shirt with long sleeves, with an unzipped 
short jacket over it that failed to cover her midriff. Her skirt, 
like her jacket, was made of denim. It hugged her waist nicely at the 
top and flared out at its end above her knees, promising excellent 
mobility. Under that were solid black leggings that, the Major had 



noticed earlier, reached above her ankles, but did not touch them. 
Her boots were the heaviest parts of her outfit, but they still 
seemed light enough to not be obtrusive. The Major could not 
emphasize how comfortable they looked. 

All in all, her clothes offered great mobility, comfort in both the 
cold and heat, a pair of boots to amplify the pain delivered by her 
kicks (which the Major guessed she had an affinity for) , and all 
looked good together. The Major approved. 

Nu straightened herself out and turned to the Major with a smile on 
her face. "I'm ready when you are!" 

The Major shrugged. "Just waiting on youa€"" 

Nu took the Major's hand and held it close. "Great!" she said, and 
then ran out of the room with her new friend in tow. 

_She _really _enjoys touching you, doesn't she, Major?_ 

_ Stop it; let go; please. I'll break every bone in your hand, then 
your arm, and then the rest of your body if you don't let go. I've 
done it before._ 

_ See, you're _thinking _this, but you're not _saying _it._ 

_ Well, she's making me experience thisa€ 1 strange feelinga€"no, no, 
it's more like a sensation. This strange sensation feels kinda 
familiar, and it's so very interesting. I _like _interesting 
things ._ 

_ And yet you want it to end? Sounds backwards. _ 

_ If it's familiar, that means it's from the past, and if it's from 
the past and I can't remember it, then it's probably better off 
buried ._ 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"So tell me about your past." Rick ran his fingers down the 
ridges of Mu's armor, just taking the time to appreciate its fine 
craftsmanship. "Specif ically, tell me about Dr. Brandt. "<p> 

Mu grimaced at the mere mention of the man. "Brandt?" he spat out 
like raw fish. "Why are you interested in _him?" _ 

"I don't expect you to understand, growing up around such _awesome 
_tech, but this stuffa€"" he knocked his knuckles on the onyx 
chest-plate, "a€"is the finest, most sophisticated piece of 
technology I've ever seen. I want to know something about the man 
behind it . " 

"I don't have anything good to say about him." Mu gave Rick an 
insincere look of apology. "Sorry to disappoint." 

Rick turned away from the armor to look at him, grinning widely. 
"That's fine; I don't expect you to. Just tell me what you're willing 
to say . " 


Mu's eyes narrowed, but he gave in quickly when he realized Rick was 



not the type to stop asking questions once he had started. "He was 
always unhingeda€"always . He was distant when it came to his 
colleagues and us, the Alphas. The Betas, thougha€ 1 The Betas were a 
different story. He liked them." 

Mu shifted in his seat atop the busted-up Scorpion's tracks. His grip 
on its metal tightened. "In his eyes, we were _Trial and Error's, 

_and _they _were his, maybe like some sort of family. I don't know. 
When the Bets started to get unruly, we didn't know what to expect 
from him, but maybea€ 1 maybe we _did_ expect what happened." 

His grip had gotten so tight that the metal had actually started to 
groan under the pressure. He let it go before he could snap it off. 
"That's all I have for you. He was a true recluse, so what could I, 
of all people, have to say about him?" 

Rick stroked his chin in thought. "Hey, Sam, 'Brandt' is a German 
name, right?" 

Sam's head popped out from underneath _Icarus, _face hidden behind a 
welding mask. "Brandt, Brandt, Brandta€ 1 Yep, it's German." 

"A German mad scientist after ancient tech with the help of the 
freak-shows he created. Huh. This will be our most interesting 
mission yet . " 

Michael stepped out of _Icarus's _cargo bay and sat down on its ramp. 
"I'm more interested in your old teammates. You feel like talking 
about them?" 

"I usually am," Mu answered. "Nu's the sentimental one; she's the one 
you shouldn't ask." 

Mu leaned all the way back on the Scorpion and put his hands behind 
his head. "Alright, where to begina€ 1 ? Okay. If the Major told you 
everything Zhou let her in on, then you know that, unlike the Betas 
and Omega, we were only augmented in either mind or body, never 
both." He looked at his audience expectantly. 

Rick and Michael nodded. Sam went back to work. 

"Well, as you can guess, I got the body, and Nu got the mind. Epsilon 
and Alpha got the mind, and Upsilon got the body. We had been put 
into teams of two for efficiency's sake. Nu and I, being twins, were 
naturally paired up. Epsilon and Upsilon made up one team, and Alpha 
and Omega formed the other." 

Mu smiled. "Get it? Alpha and Omega; Mu and Nu; Epsilon and Upsilon. 

I swear they planned it. Anyways, Nu was our specialist in all things 
Covvie, and I was the tank. Epsilon was our CQC expert, and Upsilon 
was our berserker. Alpha was our sharpshooter, and Omega was the 
all-around perfect super-soldier." 

"Wait, wait, wait," Rick interrupted, hand raised for emphasis. 
"Epsilon, the guy we're going to pick up tomorrow, was your CQC 
expert?" He let out a low whistle. "I don't know whether or not I 
should look forward to that fight." 

Mu looked confused. "What fight?" 



"The one between our gal and your guy. The Major versus Epsilon: one 
night only. What a spectacle to behold." 

"But why would they fight?" 

"Well, the Major mighta€"and don't quote me on thisa€"get a bit 
territorial. She'll have to beat him in a fight to prove her 
skill . " 

Mu's confusion gave way to a grin. "Will she now? Well, she'll have 
her work cut out for her; she might even lose." 

Rick returned his grin. "Oh, I wouldn't be so sure. She's pulled off 
enough crazy shit and more that makes me say otherwise." 

"I'll tell you this much: What I saw earlier did impress me, but 
mostly because, despite being a Spartan, she's no Hybrid. I think 
that, overall, you're exaggerating her abilities." 

"Trust me: there is _no _way for me to exaggerate." 

Mu simply shrugged. "I guess we'll just have to wait and see." 

"I suppose you're right." 

As if just mentioning her summoned her, the Major stumbled back into 
the maintenance bay, led by the hand by Nu . They ran past the 
group . 

"Hey," Rick cried out, "where are you two going?" 

"Out!" the Major simply said. "Don't wait up!" 

They disappeared around a corner. 

"Should I be worried?" Mu had to know. That was his sister she was 
with, after all. 

"Maybe, " Rick answered him. 

"Probably," Sam said from under the Pelican. 

Michael shrugged. "I just got here." 

"But don't worry; the Major can get Nu out of whatever trouble she 
herself gets them into in the first place." Rick smiled 
winningly . 

That only made Mu start to worry. 

"Seriously though, Nu ' s a big girl. She can handle herself." 

"That's not the point," Mu groaned. "There shouldn't be _any _trouble 
to begin with . " 

"If that's the case, you're out of luck. Trouble has a way of finding 


Mu ran his hands down his face. "One of the reasons I agreed to join 
this team was to protect her, not put her in harm's way!" 



Sam crawled out from underneath _Icarus, _stood up, took off her 
mask, and wiped her hands off on her overalls. "Hey, we're all still 
alive, aren't we? It may not seem like it, but she's doing _something 
_right . " 

"Let me emphasize how it _really _doesn't seem like it," Rick had to 
add . 

Mu sat up, slouched, not entirely comfortable still. "I hope you keep 
that track record. The Betas won't make it easy." 

"Then it's a good thing we're not looking for 'easy.'" Sam walked up 
alongside Mu's tank and leaned her hip against its tread, arms 
crossed over her chest. "If you're trying to scare us off, give up." 
Her hand reached into her sleeve and came out with a throwing knife, 
which she held between two fingers, up near her eyes. She twisted it 
so the light reflected off of it and bared her teeth with a grin, 
eyes wide and wicked. "We _like _a challenge." 

Recon dropped down from the catwalks overhead. Nobody had even 
noticed him sitting up there. He landed on his feet, knees slightly 
bent, but straightened himself up quickly. His hood blew up a bit, 
but just a bita€"not nearly enough to reveal himself. He turned 
around and faced Mu. 

Mu could feel their eyes meet and stay locked for a long ten 
seconds . 

Recon broke the contact and walked out of the room. 

"He's not very talkative, is he?" Mu noted. 

"That's putting it mildly," Rick assured him. "We've never heard 
Recon utter a single word. We don't even know his real name." 

"So let me guess: you decided to name him yourself, after his armor 
variant." Mu shook his head, as if disapproving. "Creative." 

"That was my reaction!" Michael cried out. 

"But it works, doesn't it?" Rick defended. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Nu steered the Warthog out of Base Zulu's vehicle bay stiffly, 
unused to driving human vehicles of any kind. However, seeing as she 
was the one with the directions, she would have to suffice.<p> 

She drove thorough the Ichinabis Forest with the Major's help before 
finding the nearest road and driving off to New Alexandria, a short 
enough distance away. 

The wind blew pleasantly through her hair, and when given the 
opportunity, she closed her eyes to truly enjoy it. It was dark out, 
but not blindingly so. A nice time of day. 

Nu turned to the second passenger. She was settled in her seat 
comfortably, letting her hand drift lazily outside of the vehicle. 
She looked out at the scenery as it changed from a winding 



mountainside to a long stretch of road, the city lights calling out 
to them from the horizon. 

Nu ' s eyes roamed over every inch of the Major's face, studying every 
aspect from each natural, delicate detail to the manmade, sharp scars 
running all across her countenance. Her eyes drifted down to the most 
glaring scar she had to show. It reminded her of a Jack-o'-lantern's 
wide, jagged grin. 

Her eyes went lower, down to her upper body. For a super-soldier, she 
sure didn't _look _very super. (Well, neither did Nu, but she had an 
excuse.) Her body was athletic, but compact . She was lean and toned, 
but her musculature did not get any bigger than that. Nu (correctly) 
estimated that the Major stood at a mere, exact five feet, not an 
inch over or under. Being that short and with no visible muscles, she 
didn't make for an imposing figure in the slightest. But maybe she 
was hiding something under that jacketa€l? Now she was curious. Now 
she had to find out. 

With the Major distracted by their surrounding vistas, Nu reached out 
slowly, knowing that moving too quickly would alert her. Her fingers 
were inches away from a good grip on her arm when suddenlya€ 1 

"Eyes on the road; two hands on the wheel." 

Nu "eeped!" and immediately took back her hand. 

The Major turned away from the sights to look at Nu, amused. "Or is 
one of your Hybrid mutations precognition?" 

Nu did as the Major had said. "I-I'm sorry! I forgot people usually 
prefer to keep a distance." She was blushing furiously, her cheeks an 
intense crimson given her chalky complexion. 

"I'm your lab rat, aren't I, kiddo?" 

"I, uha€ 1 wouldn ' t put it like thata€l?" 

"Well, how _would _you put it?" 

Nu thought for an answer. "An unaware test subject." 

"Oh, Nu; I'm _always _aware . " 

They drove for a half-mile in silence, and then Nu spoke up again. 

"So now that you know, can I?" 

The Major had returned to looking out at their surroundings. "Can you 
what ? " 

"Study you?" 

The Major's eyebrows rose. "Study me? I don't know how I feel about 
that. What would that entail, exactly?" 

"Oh, just noting your habits, daily routines, that sort of thing for 
starters. I would also test aspects of your biology, along with 
moreaC 1 personal things." 

"What, all of that wasn't personal?" 



"But I'm talking about _really _personal things: hopes, dreams, 
desiresa€ 1 " 

"Eha€ 1 " 

"But I promise it'll all be fun!" 

The Major still wasn't sure, but when she looked into those big eyes 
of Nu's, she couldn't help but feel some strange comfort. It felt 
good, she supposed. She made her decision. "Alright, fine, you can 
invade my personal space on a regular basis and take notes over every 
detail of my daily life." 

"Yay! Now, can you take off your jacket?" 

"Already starting, eh? Fine." The Major pulled down her jacket's 
zipper and shrugged it off. She draped it over her seat. 

When Nu reached for her arm this time, she wasn't nearly as cautious. 
Her fingers pressed up against the Major's upper arm. She couldn't 
help but let out a gasp. 

Her arm was _hard. _Nu tore her eyes off the road to study her 
physique . 

The jacket hadn't hidden as much as she'd expected. Her arms were 
slender, as she had suspected, but had the slightest curves that 
spoke of hidden muscle. Nu's hand went low, down to her legs, and set 
it down on slim thighs. They weren't any softer. 

"Could you out your leg up, please?" 

The Major looked at her blankly but did as had been requested of her. 
She pulled up her leg and set her foot against the dashboard. 

Nu pulled back on the leg of her jeans until her whole calf was 
exposed. She ran her fingers over it and pressed down, finding it to 
be smooth and firm. She took away her fingers and used her palm 
instead. It went up, up, up, back to her thigh, past her narrow hips, 
and stopped once she got to her stomach. She hesitated for a moment 
before her curiosity got the better of her and she dove under her 
shirt . 

The Major stiffened and her eyes widened. 

Nu's hand pressed up against her subject's flat stomach. She could 
feel the light lines of developing abdominal muscles. 

_But that doesn't make any sense. I would think that a Spartan's 
muscles would be fully developed. _ 

"How old are you. Major?" Nu asked as she drove past the slower 
vehicles that lounged about up ahead. 

"Uha€ 1 twenty . " Having someone else's hand just roam her body made 
thinking hard. 


"Twenty? That doesn't seem right." 



"Yeah? Well, being stuck in cryo does that to a person. I didn't age 
for those seven years." 

"Ah. That makes more sense." 

_Still doesn't explain how she seems so underdeveloped. She's 
obviously a lot stronger than she seems, but I'd expect her to look 
like it. Then again, Spartan-IIIs are a lot more varied than their 
predecessors in terms of possible body types. I guess that's just 
another thing we have in common. _ 

Nu brought her hand back to the Major's side and ran it up past the 
curve of her thin waist, went up to her ribs, went up a little 
farthera€ 1 

a€ 1 and immediately yanked her hand back out of her shirt. The blush 
returned in full force. The Major roughly yanked down her 
shirt . 

"Reached a little _too _high there, Nu . " 

"I'm sorrya€ 1 " Nu returned her second hand to the wheel and her eyes 
to the road. "And I'm not one to tell you how to dress, but a bra 
would have prevented that . " 

"What, for these tiny things?" The Major motioned to her chest. 
"What's the point? It's not as if I need help keeping them still, or 
as if I have much to hide." She shrugged. "Then again, I didn't 
expect someone to just _start_ _groping _me . " 

Nu did not say a thing. She focused on driving until they were within 
the city's metaphorical gates. Then she started to talk again, eager 
to move the topic along, away from the awkwardness. 

"So, why the name 'Major'?" 

"Huh, that's the second time today I've been asked that. I'll just 
tell you what I told the rookie: just 'cuz." 

"Oh. Well, what's your real name?" 

The Major shook her head. "It's just like I said back in the Covvie 
camp, Nu : none of your business." 

"Come on; please? You promised we would discuss this type of thing!" 
Nu ' s bottom lip mimicked her pout from earlier, eyes like a puppy's 
but still on the road. 

"Maybe someday, kiddo, but _not _today." 

"Why not?" 

"It's just not important, alright?" 

Nu was persistent. "I think names are pretty importantaC 1 " 

The Major didn't reply immediately. Enough time had passed that Nu 
was about to say something, but the Major beat her to it. 

"That _name _you ' re asking for came from a different life. 


just one 



of many. It's one label in a long list: Three, Spartan-A258 , Brat, 
Rookie, The Problem Child, Number One, The Poster Girl, The Pride and 
Joy ofaClWell, you can see what I mean. I've either been given or 
earned those titles, but they've all fallen away, dropped and 
replace. All except onea€"Ma jor . " 

The Major started to pull her jacket back on. "My real name was the 
first title I lost so long ago; it's nothing special. Neither are any 
of the other ones; not anymore. What really matters is the one name 
that's been consistenta€"the one name that's passed the test of time: 
Major. So that's why I won't give out my real name to _anybody. _Just 
call me ' Major ' a€"it ' s the only thing worth calling me anymore." 

Nu was not good at ignoring her own curiosity, but after an 
explanation as vaguely personal, subtly passionate, and (strangely 
enough) heartfelt as that, she didn't expect to get anything more 
anytime soon. With considerable force of will, she kept her burning 
desire for an answer away. She even managed to stop with the 
questions for the remainder of the drive. She pulled up into the 
parking lot of a granda€"if only two-story talla€"building . Up at the 
highest point of the club, in white, purple-outlined lettering, it 
read, _Club Claude. _ 

Nu easily found a spot and parked the Warthog. 

The Major practically jumped out of the vehicle. ""Alright, let's 
dance . " 

Nu got out not quite as eagerly as she had. "I hope the drive wasn't 
all for nothing." 

"Are you worried you might not like the place?" 

Nu stood alongside the Major before they both walked towards the 
entrance. "No, I'm worried I might be wasting your time." 

The Major shrugged as if her worries were senseless. "Eh, I'll find a 
way to entertain myself. But dancing should do it." 

Nu giggled. "I didn't take you for a dancer. Major." 

"Oh, sure, I _love _it . It's like fighting: You need to know what to 

do and when to do it to pull off every move right. It can be fast and 

smooth, or slow and steady (but I, of course, prefer the former) . You 
need to be agile, you need to be able to improvise at a moment's 
notice, and you need to be able to let loose. After all, before you 
can break bones and crush throats, you need to practice your 
footwork . " 

"That's good to hear! Maybe we'll learn some moves from each 
other . " 

The Major opened up the main door and stepped aside to allow Nu to go 

in first. "Yeah, I have a feeling you'll be trying to learn _more 

_than just dance moves." 

Nu ' s gaze was instantly on the ground as she skittered inside. The 
Major went in after her. 

The inside of the club was brilliantly simple. Immediately up ahead 



was a bar area, and to the right of it was a set of curtains that led 
to the dance room. From it came some sort of electronic song the 
Major couldn't find herself putting on her personal playlist. To the 
left of the bar was another set of curtains that led to an extended 
bar area that seemed to double as a restaurant, and next to the 
curtains was a spiraling staircase that led up to the second floor. 
The main area they found themselves in had the most lighting, which 
wasn't saying much. The dim, orange light cast about them was serene; 
it seemed to function as a way to rejuvenate the active guests, if 
only in mind. 

"I'm going to have to check out their selection," the Major said with 
a nod to the bar, "but right now the dance floor is beckoning to 
usa€"" 

Then the song ended and a familiar one came on. The Major could 
recognize it by its slow, instrumental startup. Its entire first 
minute would consist of melodious harps, punctuated by acoustic 
guitars. There would be an abrupt end, then a sudden burst of synth 
alongside a wide range of electronic instruments. The remaining four 
minutes were nothing but chaotic fun. 

"Oh, I _love _this song!" she burst out. 

"You've heard it before?!" Nu yelled to be heard. 

"Yeah! This is the song that _defined _my teenage years! It's great!" 
The Major had a big, stupid grin on her face. She took Nu ' s hand in a 
flash. "C'mon, we're not gonna miss this!" 

"Oh. Okay, sua€"Whoa!" 

The Major practically dragged Nu through the curtains and the crowd. 
When she let go and Nu could actually focus again, they were in the 
middle of the dance floor. The song seemed to have suddenly 
stopped . 

The Major had spun away from Nu, on her toes, her hands running down 
her body, starting under her arms and ending on her hips, fingers 
dancing over her chest, ribs, and stomach. It was an enticing 
display. She used her heels to stop herself, facing Nu but with her 
eyes closed, a smile in place of the grin. It was 
uncharacterist ically warm and inviting. 

Then the synth hita€"a long, high-pitched beep. The Major moved her 
right foot back behind herself, lifting the heel so only her toes 
were on the ground. 

The low grumbles of a guitar played alongside the whine, and the 
Major swayed her hips in tune to the beat. Her hips would quickly pop 
out to the side, stay there for a second, and then quickly popped out 
to the other side, and so on. 

A baseline dropped and her shoulders joined her hips' movements. They 
would shake and then pop out to the side, shake again, and then 
popped out to the other side. 

The guitar and bass died after a solid thirty seconds of playing, 
smoothly transitioning to a violin's quick stings. The Major stopped 
her previous movements and spun on one foot, then jumped to the next. 



moving forward as she did so. Nu blinked and felt herself being 
carried away. 

When her eyes fluttered open, she was looking right into the Major's, 
barely inches apart, noses almost touching. 

The Major had interlaced her own fingers with Nu ' s and placed her 
free hand on the small of Nu ' s back, keeping their fronts pressed 
together as she spun with her. 

Before surprise could register in her mind, Nu had been let go, 
almost bumping into some of the people that had formed a circle 
around the two . 

The violin had intensified and the Major's spinning had stopped. Her 
hips gyrated as her hands went back up along the sides of her body, 
fingers playing at her face, pushing her hair up and then letting it 
fall back down. Her hands rose over her head, one held in the other, 
and she turned in place, keeping up her movements. 

The violin and synth stopped and so did the Major, facing Nu again. 
She opened her eyes, smiled at her, and leaned forward, one hand held 
out as if to formally ask her to join in. Nu didn't hesitate. She 
returned the smile and took her hand. 

Nu was a fast learner, able to copy her partner's moves step for 
step, easily keeping up with her as the song got more and more 
chaotic. Neither of them noticed the cheering of the crowd as they 
twisted and turned and spun and _moved _along to the rhythm. They 
were in their own worlda€"the both of them, together, away from the 
rest . 

By the time the song had ended and they were finished, they were in 
each other's arms again. The cheering finally reached their ears, but 
that did nothing to divert their attention from each other. Eyes like 
shining aluminum and eyes as dark as soot lingered for a while. 

Nu ' s heart was racing in her chest not because she was worn out, but 
because of the excitement of sharing an experience with another 
person. However, it wasn't so much about the "sharing" part. No, she 
was used to sharing; she did it all the time! It was more about the 
_intensity_a€"the raw energy. She had felt the passion given off by 
the Major. It was so contagious, Nu couldn't help but put that much 
more effort into each move. 

_This must be how she's such an effective leader. Around her, you 
can't help_ _but try harder. _ 

"So, kiddo, didja learn anything?" 

Nu blinked herself out of her thoughts. "Only that you don't even 
like your own personal space." 

The Major smirked slyly. "All part of the routine, Nu . " 

The two disengaged and backed away a little. A song the Major didn't 
particularly care for came on and so she decided to skip it. Right 
when she made that decision, a woman stepped in front of her. 


She was a little over half a foot taller than the Major with a peachy 



complexion and blonde hair that fell over her shoulders like a 
curtain. Her eyes were grey and hiding something, and her smile gave 
off the impression that she knew something the Major didn't. Her face 
was angled and pretty, but the Major didn't care. All she cared about 
was the punchline to her untold joke. 

"Can I help you, Blondie Number Two?" 

"As a matter of fact, yes, you can. However, I'm interested in 
aa€l mutually beneficial arrangement." The woman's voice was sultry 
and seductive. Her eyes occasionally flicked from the Major's face 
down to other aspects of her body. 

The Major paid it no mind. "I can't accept an 'arrangement' I don't 
know anything about, Blondie. Tell me more and I'll consider 

it . " 

Blondie chuckled. "Come with me." The corner of her mouth twitched as 
if her smile had tried to widen at a private little pun. She turned 
away and made her way back through the crowd, to the bar. 

The Major's lips pursed. "Hmm. Hey, Nu, I'm gonna get a drink." 

Nu had already started moving to the beat. "Okay!" 

When she made it back through the curtains, the Major was greeted by 
the blonde woman, who was sitting at the bar with one leg over the 
other and patting the empty seat to her left. 

"Come. Sit." She even managed to make those words drip with 
honey . 

The Major sat. 

"The name's Adanya." She turned in her seat so she was facing the bar 
and slid a glass of red wine over to the Major. She took her own and 
drank . 

"Jen, " the Major lied. She brought the glass up to her eyes, shook it 
a little, then took it to her lips and downed a quarter of its 
contents . 

_Ooh, my favorite. _ 

"Jen, huh? I have to say, you sure don't look like one." 

_That ' s because she's not._ 

_ Shut up, RooMiE._ 

The Major shrugged her shoulders apathetically. 

Adanya took another drink before she spoke again. "I like the way you 
moved out there. VeryaC 1 sensual . And you work well with a 
partner . " 

"Eh, I'm a flexible person." She had her glass to her lips and was 
about to tilt her head back when Adanya ' s hand on her knee stopped 
her . 



"Ooh, I'll bet." 


_Everyone just feels like touching you today. Major. _ 

"Uh, what ' re youa€"?" 

Adanya replaced her hand with a single finger, which she used to 
trace lazy lines all over her knee. Her other hand went up and 
gingerly cupped the Major's cheek. Her thumb traced over her scars 
lightly. "Now, how did such a delicate thing like you get these, 
hmm ? " 

"Just souvenirs from my line of work, " the Major replied smoothly, 
even though she was still trying to figure out what Adanya was up to 
and goose bumps popped up on her arms. She was not used to being hit 
on. "In my work, if you're not marked, you're probably not doing your 
job right . " 

Adanya leaned in closer. "I bet you have a lot of stories to 
tell . " 

The Major set down her glass with the knowledge that she wouldn't get 
to finish her wine anytime soon. "Oh, I do, and most of them are 
comedies. Well, most people would disagree with me and call them 
'tragedies, ' but bleha€"" she shook her head, "a€"what do they know? 
They're not storytellers." 

Adanya laughed, a melodious sound. "So, about my 'arrangement.'" 

The Major was all ears. 

"You do know what the second floor is for, right?" Her thumb reached 
the corner of her mouth before running over her lips. 

The Major's eyes flicked to the staircase, which was being taken by a 
couple, arms interlocked, one's head on the other's shoulder. She 
shook her head no as best she could. 

"Huh. Cute and naA“vea€"my _favorite _combinat ion . Well, let's just 
say that although this place serves alcohol, nobody's taking anybody 
home for a quick lay. All the privacy you need is up there, provided 
you pay up first, of course." She removed her hands and instead set 
her arms on the Major's narrow, slender shoulders. She leaned in even 
closer until her mouth brushed up against her ear. "I already paid 
for a room. Come upstairs and make my money worth it." 

The Major almost choked just swallowing. 

_Well, Major, what do you say? This is your chance to get rid of that 
pesky "v-word." I doubt you'll get many more. _RooMlE was absolutely 
going to have a field day with this. 

_What ' re you implying by that?_ 

_ That you'll die before you get another invitation for a proper 
fucking ._ 

_ When you put it like thata€l_ 

The Major took her by the shoulders and gently pushed her away. 



Adanya looked on, curiosity replacing her sultriness, as the Major 
took her glass in hand and took one last, long drink. When it was 
empty, she eyed it carefully, then set it down and gave her 
answer . 

"Well, it's like you said: I'm cute and naA“ve, so I'll follow your 
lead. " 

Adanya grinned victoriously, as if she'd caught prey. 

"Inexperienced?" She paired up two fingers and stuck them in her 
mouth. She looked at the Major through heavy-lidded eyes as her lips 
wrapped around them tightly and her tongue worked them over. She 
brought them out with a _pop _after not too long. "I can fix that 
with _these."_ 

_ Looks like you found yourself an experienced teacher. Lucky 
you ._ 

Adanya got up and stuck her arm out, bent out at the elbow for the 
Major to take. "Take my arm and I'll make your toes curls." 

The Major held her hand up to halt her. She snatched up the blonde's 
unattended glass and chugged it down. She put it back on the counter 
none too gently and wiped away at her mouth with the back of her 
hand. She shook her head as a sudden buzz made its way through her 
body. She steadied herself, holding her hands out in front of 
herself, palms to the ground, like one would do to keep one's balance 
after sudden vertigo. When she managed to collect herself, she got up 
alongside Adanya and locked her arm with the blonde's, patting hers 
and resting her head on her shoulder. 

"Okay, I'm ready," she all but slurred. 

"You're a real lightweight, aren't you, Jen?" Adanya 
leda€"pract ically _draggeda€"_her newest catch to and up the 
stairs . 

"Ama€"_hic ! a€"_not ! " She almost tripped over the first step. Adanya 
had to steady her herself and keep her upright as they 
climbed . 

"That was two glasses of wine, Jenny." 

"Two more than youa€ 1 " the Major grumbled. "It wasn't the cheap stuff 
either." She looked up at Adanya ' s pretty face (a concept that she 
had trouble understanding and so it disinterested her) and said with 
a loopy smile, "You have good taste." 

To Adanya, the Major was a source of endless entertainment. She had 
so far been unable to resist cracking a smile. "Obviously." 

They reached the second story with no lack of effort on Adanya ' s part 
and walked/stumbled down the luxuriously carpeted floor until they 
reached the seventeenth room. Ada had to lean the Major against the 
wall before she could take care of the door. Even then, she just 
ended up sliding down until she was sitting on the ground, head 
between her raised knees. 


This door was automatic but required a key, not a passcode. Adanya 
took out a keycard from somewhere in her dress and slipped it into a 



slot next to the door itself. There was a _click _and then a _whoosh 
_as it slid open. 

Adanya turned around to pick up the Major again, only for her to 
already be on her feet, as sober as she had been mere minutes ago. 
"That was a quick buzz." 

She was seeing it, and yet she could not believe it. _Nobody _sobered 
up that fast. She did not let her disbelief show. 

"Toldja I'm not a lightweight." The Major punctuated this by jabbing 
a finger into Ada's chest. 

"That's good. I like a girl that reacts." Adanya was all honey 
again . 

"Reacts to what?" 

Ada chuckled. "All the things I'm gonna do to you." 

Before the Major could ask more questions (that were easily answered 
by circumstance) , Ada had her by the hands. She gave another 
salacious smile before pulling her into the room. The door closed 
behind them just as quickly. 

As fast as the Major was, she wasn't ready for Adanya ' s assault. She 
was pressed against the door, hands held by her partner to either 
side of her head. Ada leaned in close enough for her breath to tickle 
the diminutive Spartan's nose. 

"Now, where do I begin, hmm? Any suggestions?" She looked into 
"Jen's" eyes for any. 

"Jen" had none to give. 

"I guess I'll just have to explore, then. I'm sure a girl like you 
has _plenty _of sensitive spots." 

The Major grinned widely at that. "Good luck finding them." 

Ada cocked her head to the side. "Is that a challenge, Jenny, or have 
you never explored your own body?" Her knee went up and pressed 
against "Jen's" inner thighs. The Major instinctively pressed them 
together. "Or maybe you havea€l?" she all but whispered. 

Ada's knee rubbed up and down, slowly and experimentally. The Major's 
eyes widened to the point that they were identical to dinner plates. 
She pressed her lips together in a tight line to prevent herself from 
letting out a noise. She refused to give this woman the satisfaction. 
When Ada rubbed just a bit higher than usual, her eyes shut and her 
lips parted. She caught herself before so much as a peep could leave 
her mouth. Her breath caught in her throat. 

What the fuck was this woman doing to her? She knew things about her 
body she herself didn't! Maybe she would have found them out if she 
didn't spend most of her time fighting and the rest of her time 
waiting for the next opportunity to fight. 

Contrary to whatever Adanya might have believed, the Major's 
inexperience did not mean that she had taken to personally dealing 



with her own desires. Well, not the desires she was thinking of. 
Indeed, the only desire the Major was familiar with (and was always 
more than happy to give in to) was the desire for the fight. (Not a 
fighta€"_the fight. _) The fight was an intense _need, _and what she 
felt for it bordered on lust. Therefore, any other desire was but a 
candle before the blazing sun that was _the fight. _Her sex drive 
itself was so low it was more like a sex _crawl._ 

But thisa€"Ada pressed on higher still and the Major swalloweda€"was 
somethinga€ 1 something she wouldn't mind experiencing more often. It 
was another thing to pursue in her already established life of 
personal hedonism. 

Ada took her leg back and the Major almost whined for her to keep 
going. Upon seeing the sudden change in her expressiona€"eyes 
alarmed, mouth open as if about to protesta€"and the way her body 
arced out as if to be closer to the source of such new and exciting 
feelings, Ada smirked. When the Major saw that, she caught herself 
and shut her mouth again. 

"You haven't even introduced _yourself _to your own sensuality?" 
Although she really should've seen that little piece of trivia 
coming, she still couldn't believe ita€"not for a second. 

The Major breathed in deeply and got a lungful of sweet perfume. She 
was sure the fragrance was supposed to be reminiscent of some flower 
she'd probably come across before, but she couldn't make the 
connection. She cleared her throat, an action that amused Ada to no 
end . 

"What can I say? I'm a simple, pure mai-_den_a€" ! " Her voice cracked 
horribly . 

_Dammit !_ 

No matter how much enjoyment she got out of "Jen, " Adanya never let 
herself get distracted. That would lead to a loss of control, and 
then the mood would disappear. "I guess I'll just have to show you 
all the joys that come with your body. And don't worry. I'll be sure 
to explore and _keep _exploring your body until you're well 
acquainted with it." She leaned in and gave "Jen's" earlobe a lick. 
"I'll be _very _thorough." 

The Major shook pleasantly. She was actually looking forward to 
whatever Ada had planned. Now if only she would get on with it. 

That ' d be great. 

Adanya lowered herself, careful to keep her hands over "Jen's," and 
took her jacket's zipper between her teeth. She sunk low, then lower, 
and lower, her eyes never leaving her willing victim's. She reached 
the end and the jacket was wide open. Ada stayed where she 
was . 

_This woman will be the death of you. Major, and for that, I don't 
mind her much._ 

What RooMiE got back in response was the equivalent of television 
snow and the accompanying sound of static. 


Adanya managed to push her shirt up with the top of her head and kept 



it there with no difficulty. She opened her mouth like a vampire of 
lore baring her fangs. Her warm breath spilled out over "Jen's" 
stomach, who started to fidget. Ada closed in until the tip of her 
nose pressed against the skin under her naval. She went up, taking 
her shirt with her, slightly tilting her head up so that the next 
thing "Jen" felt was her teeth lightly grazing her abdomen. 

The Major gulped and crossed her legs. She still refused to 
plead . 

Adanya stopped halfway up and took the opportunity to look up her 
shirt. Without her hands, it was quite a feat. "You really _are _a 
small thing, aren't you?" 

"They don't get in the way, though," the Major said between 
pants . 

"Yeah, I bet." Ada moved her head away and let her shirt fall back 
into place. She stood back up so her lips were an inch away from 
"Jen's." "A-cups suit you well." 

At this range, the Major only had to lean in and they'd be kissing. 

(_I ' ve never even done _that ! ) She could do it right now. She _should 
_do it, just get a bit closer and meet those full lips head-on. They 
looked soft, and she wanted to know if they felt that way, too. She 
licked her own lips at the mere thought. 

Adanya, ever observant, noticed this and the way her eyes were 
completely trained on her mouth. She knew what she wanted. "I suppose 
I could offer you a sample of what's to comea€ 1 " The corner of her 
mouth lifted in a smirk. 

The Major almost broke her vow just to thank her. She had no idea how 
to even prepare herself, so she watched Ada. 

Adanya closed in, eyes closed, head tilting to the side. The Major 
awkwardly followed her lead, her movements stuttering and 
choppy . 

Their lips touched so faintly it was like a feather was dancing in 
between them. 

The door _whooshed _open. 

The couple fell out of the room in a confusing mess of colors. The 
Major hit her head on the floor and those colors exploded and ruined 
her vision. She went deaf for a few seconds. Unfortunately for her, 
when she could see again, she was staring into the muzzles of a 
couple of MASBs . When hearing returned, she had to suffer through 
some asshole's predictable monologue. 

"Well, whadda we have here? A couple of lovebirds in heat, it seems 
like. " 

The Major rolled her eyes. _Give a bitch a gun and then suddenly he's 
king of the world. _ 

The men looked like typical thugs trying their damnedest to be 
intimidating. They had bandoliers wrapped around their chests and 
shotgun shells strapped to their forearms, but MASBs were magazine 



fed and neither of them were using shotguns. In the Major's 
professional opinion, they looked stupid. 

_They ' re not even using their shoulders to support their rifles. 
They're more liable to hurt themselves than their targets, the 
fucking amateurs. _ 

To the Major's surprise, Adanya was handling herself well. She seemed 
more annoyed than anything, although she kept her eyes on the floor 
beside the Major's head. She was probably thinking to herself 
something along the lines of, _Get on with it, you douche. _ 

The man who had spoken sneered his ugly sneer. "Listen, we're 
supposed ta be filling you two full of holes right about now, but 
seeing this, I think we'd rather be filling yer already existing 
holes with something else, ain't that right, Marky?" 

Marky giggled like the idiot he was. He spoke through a mouth of 
missing and chipped teeth. "Sure thing, Marty." 

_Marky and Marty? More like "Dumb" and "Dumber." Must be genetic. 
Seriously? "Marky" and "Marty"? Idiocy just _has _to run in the 
family ._ 

Adanya still seemed to be doing fine, although her patience was 
rapidly running its course. This probably wasn't the first time she'd 
found herself in such a situation. 

To their mutual grief, Marty kept going. "So, whadda ya say we all 
step into yer room? We'll drop our guns, and you'll drop yer 
clothes." He laughed stupidly. Marky joined in. 

The Major had heard enough of their idiocy. They had just spouted 
enough of it to last _their _lifetimes. "Oh, shut the _fuck _up ! " Her 
hand went into her jacket. 

The dumb duo immediately went silent. Marky looked absolutely 
_pissed_. Marty, on the other hand, grinned. He opened his mouth to 
say somethinga€"probably along the lines of, "Something, something, 
spunk, kid, "a€"but the Major was determined to shut his mouth. 

Her hand came out with her magnum: _The Ace._ 

The first round went through his throat. The second one got Marky 
through his useless brain as he fumbled around with his 
rifle . 

Adanya peeked up and, upon seeing the dead Marky and dying Marty, got 
off the Major. The Spartan got to her feet after confirming it was 
only the two of them up there. 

"Whoo. Thanks for that, Jen," Ada said casually, as if there hadn't 
been a shooting. "I _really _didn't want to have to use this." She 
stuck out her hand. In it was a tiny handgun no bigger than her 
palm . 

"All in a day's work." The Major twirled her magnum like a cowboy 
with his revolver. She even blew on the muzzle. "I take it you've 
seen this kind of thing before." 



"Oh, yeah, this isn't the first time I've seen people get shot. It 
_is _the first time it's happened to people that deserve it, though." 
Ada crinkled her nose in disgust. "Fucking thugs think they own the 
city." When she looked at the Major, her tone and expression were 
much more pleasant. "We should get out of here. I can hear their 
buddies downstairs." 

The Major shook her head. "I have to get to the dance floora€"find my 
friend, y'know?" 

For the first time in the few minutes the Major had known her, Adanya 
showed uncertainty and concern. "Are you really thinking of going up 
against who knows how many of those armed psychos?" 

"Kinda. Yeah." She didn't see what the big deal was. 

The color drained out of Ada's face. She ran a hand through her hair 
anxiously. "You can't be serious." 

"I never am, but my gun doesn't fuck around." She showcased her 
magnum proudly, its finish shinier than the usual M6G, its barrel 
longer than even the Marines' standard sidearm by at least two inches 
and was overall sleeker and less bulky. Adanya didn't have enough 
time to make out the engravings on the side before the Major took it 
back . 

"You're outnumbereda€" " 

"But I bet I have more ammo." 

"There's probably even _more _waiting outsidea€"!" 

"So I'll shoot them from a windowa€"Look, I don't see what you're so 
worried about. It's just a bunch of wannabe toughs with little to no 
_actual _experience with the weapons they most likely stole." 

Adanya could tell she wasn't going to convince her, but she was 
desperate to do so. "And just how much experience do _you _have with 
that gun? ! " 

The Major almost burst out laughing. "I've fired this guy every day 
for the past eight years, and before that I was trained in the proper 
use and maintenance of every weapon in use by the UNSC today. I think 
I know my way around shooting a person." 

Adanya, distressed but curious, asked the big question: "Just what 
_is _your line of work, Jen?" 

"I live my dreams, Ada," she answered appropriately dreamily. 

Adanya gave it one last shot. "Your friend probably already 
lefta€ 1 " 

"Doubtful, but even if she did, those assholes will be taken care of, 
so it's still not a problem." 

"Buta€"" 

"Remember when I told you about my scars, how 'if you're not marked, 
you're probably not doing your job right'?" 



"Yeaha€ 1 ?" 


"Well, let's just say that I've had to deal with a lot of people in 
my line of work, but _no _human could give me these." She pointed at 
her scar-covered face. 

_But they _did _give you the worst one._ 

_ Shut up, RooMlE._ 

Adanya thought about what she meant by that and got the idea. Her 
eyes widened. "_You're _in the military?" 

"Eh, noa€"sortaa€"kindaa€"sure . Yeah, sure, I'ma€l"she swallowed her 
pride, "a€lin the military." 

Adanya nodded. "Okay, so you know what you're doing and you're 
determined to go through with this. Eine then. I wish I could do 
something to help, buta€ 1 " She turned away. "Euck! I _hate _feeling 
useless." With not much left to say, she started to walk away. "I'm 
heading out through a fire escape just down the hall. Thought you 
should know in the unlikely case that you change your mind, but since 
I know you won'ta€"" she stopped and looked over her shoulder, 
"a€"good luck. And call me when this is over. I _really _want to 
finish what we started here." And then she kept walking. 

_How am I gonna calla€l?_ 

The Major reached into her jacket's outer pockets and found a slip of 
paper on her first try. _That ' s how._ 

"Grhka€l" The sound of a man drowning in his own blood brought the 
Major's eyes back to Marty. 

"Son of aa€"You haven't _died _yet?! Shit, just let. It. _Go . _It ' s 
overa€"f inished . Einito. _Your life is over. _Want me to put it in 
writing? I can do English, Arabic, and kanji." 

Marty's eyes rolled around in their sockets. "Ghlk." 

"Euckin' A, you're even annoying when you're dying." 

Marty's labored breathing gradually went still, and his eyelids 
fluttered before they closed for the last time. 

The Major sighed in relief. "Einala€"" 

"_Ghrksklmsh ! " _Marty's eyes shot open as he took in a quick, violent 
breath that shook his entire body. Blood gushed from his open wound 
like a fountain. 

"Oh, _shut the fuck up ! "_ 

_ The Ace _agreed with her. _Bang!_ 

This time, the Major made sure to get his head. 

"Another gunshot?" said a voice from the bottom floor. "What's goin' 
on up there?" 



"I told you," said another man, "it's probably just those two morons. 
They must've finally decided on who to shoot." 

"I'm tollin' youa€"that sounded more like a miniature explosion than 
a rifle. Somethin's not right." 

"If you're so worried, _you _go check on them!" 

After that, there was no reply, just footsteps. 

_Time to act._ 

The Major took one last look around the hallway to make sure that she 
was the last person on the floor, then hopped onto the railing, 
staying there, crouched with perfect balance as she quickly but 
efficiently gauged the situation. 

_Three on the ground floor; one of them is heading for the staircase. 
This won't even be a challenge. A pity for mea€"a tragedy for 
them ._ 

"I was all hot and bothered," the Major began as that familiar 
battle-grin of hers spread her lips, "but now I'm just bothered. Oh, 
well; I guess I'll just relieve all this tension the one way I know 
howa€"the thing I do best. The thing _I'm _a pro at." 

She jumped. 

It was the sound of her feet pushing off of the railing that finally 
made them look up. 

Her left foot landed directly _on _Goon One's face. His neck arched 
back as it tried to fight against the extra weight. 

The Major maintained perfect balance as if his countenance were a 
balancing pole, her leg bent at the knee as the other one hung in the 
air, arms curved back. One's buddies couldn't react fast enough to 
stop what happened next . 

She brought her right leg up and around, using her left set of toes 
like the bottom of a spinning top. She connected with a bewildered 
Two and floored him. 

Her spin reached its hundred-and-eight ieth degree before she used the 
one planted foot to jump back into a flip five meters off the 
ground . 

At the point where her shoulders were towards the floor, _The Ace 
_barked again. 

Three, the farthest and slowest of the bunch, had his chest 
perforated. The Major's feet hit the floor only after his body 
did . 

One's body finally called it quits and fell, too. Two was out cold. 
When _The Ace _put a bullet through his brain, it made sure he stayed 
that way: _cold._ 

The Major leaned over Goon One's prone body, her contempt clear in 



her sneer. When she spoke down to him, it wasn't just literally. 

"Hey, buddy. Whatcha thinkin' about? You reevaluating your life, 
wishing you'd done things a bit differently now that you know that 
this is how it'll end?" 

One groaned and squirmed. When the Major put her foot on his throat, 
he stiffened. "Y'know, you pricks interrupted something great, 
something _new. _If you wanted to die so badly, couldn't you have 
just waited until _after _I was done? I would've gladly done 
soa€"been your suicide instrument. But you just _had _to barge in and 
turn this whole thing into a chore." 

The Major's eye twitched and she pressed her foot down. Goon One 
panicked and, after he failed to get her off of himself, reached all 
around for his assault rifle. He couldn't find it. 

"I. _Hate. _Chores. I mean, if you're gonna do what you love, you 
should do it all the time, right?" 

One choked. 

"Exactly! So whya€"" _thunk, _"a€"doa€"" _thunk, _"a€"youa€"" _thunk, 
_"a€"makea€"" _thunk, _"a€"thisa€"" _thunk, _"a€"soa€"" _thunk, 
_"a€"_hard_a€"" _thunk, _"a€"fora€"" _thunk, _"a€"yourselves? ! " 

The Major's brutal stomps on his throat came to an end. His windpipe 
had long since been completely crushed, and yet One still struggled 
with his grip on life. He'd be gone soon enough. 

"Yeah, have fun with that, prick." 

A woman came flying out of the dance floor, her M7 skidding across 
the floor when she hit the ground hard. "Ah, _fuck, _that little 
bitch can kick," she groaned out. Her back arched in pain and she 
tried to lessen it by putting her weight on her elbows. She rolled 
over onto her stomach and then got up dazedly. She didn't notice the 
Major standing there with her foot on her submachine gun until she 
was already back on her feet. 

"Well, howdy!" The Major put her thumb and index finger together at 
her temple, forming a circle, and gave a sort of mock-salute as she 
greeted her. 

It didn't take the thug long to notice the corpses around the Major. 
"Oh, shit no!" she cried out as she slipped out a crude, short knife. 
She rushed forward. 

The Major decided to humor her and slid her magnum back into her 
jacket. She even zipped it up. 

The woman thrust her blade forward like a common street mugger. The 
Major's arms stayed at her sides as her leg shot straight up, her 
off-foot twisting her away from the steel. Her toes struck her 
assailant under the chin, snapping her head back. 

The Major folded in her leg and caught the woman's extended arm 
before she allowed her grounded one to go limp. She fell and brought 
the woman down with her. When her knee reached the ground, there was 
a gross _snap!_ 



Thug Four's arm had been popped out of its socket. 


As Four struggled to express the unbearable pain, the Major took her 
knife and jammed it into the side of her head. She slumped down and a 
pool of her own blood quickly started to form. 

The Major disentangled herself and got up before the blood could soak 
her pants. She looked less than ecstatic. "Honestly now, it's not as 
fun when it doesn't even seem like you're trying." She nudged the 
dead woman's pierced head with the toe of her shoe. "Try a little 
harder. Please? For me? Ah, you're no fun." 

Another thug, a man this time, was blown through the curtains. 

"Oh, look, another one." 

Before this one could even finish sitting up, a burst of battle-rifle 
fire smacked him back down. 

"I'm just gonna go out on a limb here and say that was you, Nu . " The 
Major didn't need to shout to be heard, as the music had ceased 
before she had made it down. 

Sure enough, Nu stepped out, a confiscated battle rifle held against 
her chest. "Oh, Major, you're okay!" she exclaimed in that way of 
hers that never failed to show her naA“vetA©, no matter her 
words . 

"Of course I am, kiddo ! You didn't really think that these bozos 
could actually _hurt _me, did you?" 

Nu looked at the fallen thugs for a moment. "No, I suppose not. 
They're rude like the Covenant, but they certainly aren't as strong! 
They remind me of Insurrectionists." 

That got the Major thinking. "Just who are these guys, anyway?" 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Five Warthogs pulled up into Club Claude's parking lot. They were 
all spray-painted exotic colors, a way to stand out and let their 
presence be known. They made it about an eighth of the way to the 
entrance before they positioned themselves, the lead one facing 
forward with the other four pointing to its left and right, two on 
each side. Any club-goers not yet in Claude hurriedly put distance 
between themselves and the building. They recognized the 
colors . <p> 

Thirty men and women stepped out of the 'hogs, all dressed casually 
but holding weapons that showed they meant business. One man in 
particular got out of the lead Warthog's driver seat, an MA5B 
strapped to his back. He surveyed their target, a big smile on his 
face as he took bigger chews out of tobacco. 

"Should've paid up," he said under his breath, expression unchanging. 
He turned around to instruct his band of bandits. "Alright, listen 
up! I have shit to say and I don't like to repeat myself." 

His thugs quieted down and turned their full attention to him. 



"We all know why we're here, so let's get to it. A few of you are 
gonna go in there and scare the crap outta anyone that looks like he 
or she is having fun. Clear the bar, dance room, restaurant, and all 
the private fuck-rooms upstairs. You can shoot up the place, and even 
a few peoplea€"but not _too _many, you understand?" 

They all said yes in different ways. 

"Okay, good. The rest of us will stay out here and pose for the 
cameras, to let anyone who runs out know that there's a _lot _of us. 
We'll let 'em go, but feel free to shake 'em up a bit." 

A few of them laughed at the idea. 

"So with all of that said, it's time to go. Matthews, Drake, Arno, 
Adrienn, Abel, Amos, Jeff, Jace, Marty, and Marky, you're all the 
lucky ones who'll get to party, so get on with it! The rest of you, 
look menacing. I know that's hard for a few of you little bitches, 
but at least _try."_ 

The ten designated "shock troopers" (the term being used very loosely 
here) made their way to the club. The twenty that remained got into 
position . 

The thug leader sat up on his 'hog's hood and a man leaned against 
the grill. 

"Hey, Boss, " the newcomer said, "why do you still send those two out 
to do shit? Marty and Marky, I mean." 

"Honestly? I'm just using 'em 'til their luck runs out. It's 
borderline free labor from those two dumb-shits, so why not use it? 
And after all is said and done, nobody's gonna miss 'em." 

The man on the grill grinned. "Sounds 'bout right. It'll be great 
when we finally get rid of those jagoffs." 

"So how do we divvy up the labor?" Matthew inquired. 

"Uha€ 1 'divvy'?" said Marty like the daft lamebrain he was. 

"Oh, son of aa€"_Divide! _How will we _separate _the work between the 
present parties?!" 

"I'm pretty sure we're supposed to go _stop _the party, not offer 
everyone inside a job," Marky chimed in uselessly. 

"No, you idiot! Fuck, I can't tell which one of you is 
worse ! " 

"Shit, Mattie, relax," Adrienn said after she'd heard enough. "Drake, 
Arno, and Abel 'll stay in the main area while Jeff and Jace storm the 
restaurant. I'll take you and Amos to the dance floor and _those _two 
can take the fuck-rooms. There, satisfied? Was that so hard? Now shut 
the fuck up ! " 

Nobody said anything until they entered the club. 

_Ba-rang !_ 



_ Ba-rang!_ 

The bar's patrons stopped what they were doing and turned to the 
entrance. Had they been just a bit faster, the entire room would've 
come back to life with the sounds of whiplash. A single glass hit the 
floor . 


Arno hoisted his rifle on his shoulder, its muzzle still 
"Hello, partygoers ! This is just a simple shakedown." He 
again, leveled with the bartender's head. "Don't turn it 
massacre. Get out." 


smoking . 
aimed it 
into a 


The civilians carried out the order, and they carried it out _fast. 


"Damn, Arno, you know how to clear a room, " Drake complimented. 

Arno took an amateur's bow. "I try; I try." 

Marty and Marky quickly made for the stairs. 

"They seem enthusiastic, " Jace said. 

"They're just eager to jack each other off while they peek at broads 
getting rutted," Adrienn stated in all seriousness. 

"That's a disgusting image and I hate you for it." Jace 
shuddered . 

Jeff came to his side and clapped his shoulder. "Well, the sooner you 
can get it out of your head, the sooner we can do this." 

"Ah, fine, finea€"I'm ready." 

"We should do the same, " Matthews said. 

"Right, right. I'll lead," Adrienn declared. True to her word, she 
was the first to go through the curtains leading into the dance 
floor. Amos and Matthews followed shortly afterwards. 

The three of them went unnoticed by the dancers and non-dancers alike 
thanks to the lack of proper lighting. They didn't move farther into 
the room than the entrance. 


"Hey, you think our guns will be loud enough?" Adrienn overheard Amos 
ask Matthews in his harsh, Hungarian-accented voice. 


"Of course they will," she said for Matt. She took aim at the ceiling 
and let loose a light barrage. The strobe lights exploded into glass 
and sparks. The civilians closest to the gunfire jumped. "See?" 


"Get out or get shot," Amos said bluntly. 


Nearly everyone in the room mimicked a statue, minds sluggishly 
running the situation through encumbering shock. The music kept going 
even when they did not . 


A single man at the front of the room ran out. Like a sprung leak 
the rest rushed out. 



The three thugs kept their guns trained on the fleeing crowd, 
standing on either side of the doorway. They would occasionally poke 
and prod an unlucky person with the muzzles of their guns, stirring 
up panic in the populace, and they constantly shouted creative 
obscenities over the music. The expulsion took some time, but when it 
was finally over, they were left to look at their handiwork. 

"That was some fine intimidation, if I do say so myself, " Matthews 
gloated . 

"Yeah, and it looks like Jeff and Jace got the restaurant, too, " 
Adrienn said. "But they _did _do it faster than us." 

"Eh, they had less people to deal with." 

"And speaking of people, it looks like we missed one, " Amos 
noted . 

His partners in crime turned back to the nearly vacant room. In the 
middle of the dance floor was a single person dancing all by herself. 
She had her back to them throughout the entire routine, no matter how 
much she moved. 

"Hey!" Adrienn shouted. "Hey, you, dancing chick!" 

She either didn't hear her or chose to ignore her. 

"That litt lea€"Hey , Matthews, get rid of the music." 

Matthews aimed at the sound system all the way on the other side of 
the room and squeezed the trigger of his battle rifle. It exploded 
and the music died. 

The woman's dancing gradually ended. 

The trio walked up to her as her back was still turned. "Hey, 
sweetie, " Adrienn spoke first, her tone not matching her choice of 
words. "Didn't you notice that the dance floor's closed?" 

The woman turned around. 

"Well, you're terrified of the sun," Adrienn said at first sight. 
"Nice contacts. And where 'd you get that shiny hair dye? It actually 
looksa€ 1 natural . " 

"Her hair's in an interesting shape, too," chimed in Matthews. 

The woman cocked her head to the side. "But the sun is so helpful; 
why would I be afraid of it? And I don't wear contacts; my vision is 
much better than average. And my hair looks so natural because it _is 
_my natural hair color." 

The three thugs only looked at her strangely. 

Two gunshots filled the air, one after the other. 

"Sounds like those two dipshits got trigger-happy, " Adrienn 
noted . 

"I don't know about that," Matthews said with a nervous tremor 



creeping into his voice. "That sounded _way _too loud to be 
MA5BS . " 

"Maybe they picked up some heavy side-arms, too." She shrugged. 
"Doesn't matter anyway." 

"Excuse me, " the young woman carefully said, "but who are you talking 
about ? " 

That knocked them for six. They looked down at their hands to make 
sure that they were still holding their weapons, then around the room 
to make sure they had actually scared everyone else out. They looked 
at each other, mouthing half-sentences that they couldn't bring 
themselves to speak, much less finish. What they were trying to say 
and figure out was, _What the _fuck _is up with this chick?_ 

They didn't speak again for the longest time, until another _bang 
_shook them up. 

"Fuck those two. Seriously." Adrienn shook her head. 

Just outside the room, their companions were saying something, but it 
wasn't loud enough for them to listen in on. They didn't care too 
much about the conversation either. 

"What's your name?" Adrienn heard the strange woman ask as she 
herself wandered away to the entrance. 

"Amos," came the awkward response. 

At his side, Matthews gave him a look that said, _Why would you tell 
her that? _Amos opened his mouth but couldn't give an 
answer . 

"Amos," the woman said. "Amos. Ay-mose." She said it over and over 
again, rolling it over in her mouth, tasting it. She giggled. 

_Bang! _Much closer this time. 

"What the _fuck _are they doing out there?!" Adrienn nearly 
shouted . 

_Bang !_ 

"Alright, that's _it ! " _She stormed back to her companions and shoved 
past them. Her M7 was out and aimed at the woman's chest. Marty and 
Marky were seriously pissing her off and she needed someone to take 
it out on. "As soon as this conversation ends, I'm pulling the 
trigger. If you're not out by then, you're dead." 

Adrienn 's teeth were grit, her breathing was rough, and her eyes were 
zeroed in on her. 

The woman did not move. She looked like she was trying to figure 
something out . 

Shock at the stranger's antics turned to anger instantly inside 
Adrienn 's mind. She was ready to pull the trigger as promised. 

"Wait a second," the woman finally said. "Are youa€ 1 threatening me?" 



She sounded like she didn't even believe her own words. 


"_Yes ! " _Adrienn really did shout that time. 


"Oha€ 1 " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Nu ' s physique was disproportionate to her raw strength. <p> 

Her foot struck the rude woman square in the chest and sent her 
flying right out of the room. 

Amos and Not-Amos were left to gawk at her. 

"She wasn't very nice," Nu explained herself. 

The two brought their weapons up. 

Nu performed a perfect pirouette, jumped an inch off the floor, one 
leg folded out like a ballerina, and landed in between them. Her leg 
snapped out and folded over Not-Amos ' s battle rifle just as he 
started squeezing its trigger. 

She pulled the rifle in as she leaned back until her body was 
parallel to the floor. Three rounds shot past her and hit Amos in the 
chest and stomach as he struggled with his aim. 

Nu planted her palm against the floor and then pushed off just as 
quickly, spinning her entire body like a sideways top. Not-Amos ' s 
battle rifle was yanked away, leaving him confused. 

Before he could recover, Nu landed on her opposite hand and her 
outstretched leg met his face. 

Then he was out of the room. 

Nu pushed herself back onto her foot and then tossed her folded-in 
leg back, unfolding it. The battle rifle went over her head, then 
came back down into her waiting hands. 

She fired. 

Three rounds struck Not-Amos in the chest and sat him back down 
before he could get up. 

"They were almost as rude as the Covenant, " she said to 
herself . 

From outside the dance room came the words, "I'm just gonna go out on 
a limb here and say that was you, Nu . " 

■jk" "jk" ■jk" 


><p><em>Fast-f orward to a few seconds from this point 
anda€ 1 <em> 

"Just who are these guys, anyway?" 

"I don't know _who _they are, but I do know _what _they are: 



rude . " 


"A bunch of rude dudes, huh? Seems about right." 

"'Rude dudes'?" Nu giggled giddily. "I like that. I really like 
that . " 

The Major took a quick survey of their surroundings. "How many do you 
think are left?" 

"Inside or outside?" 

"Inside ora€ 1 ? " 

Nu nodded to one of the orange windows at the front of the building, 
its glass tinted black on the outside. The Major stepped before it 
and took a look, not worrying about being spotted when she knew she 
couldn't be. 

"That's actually a lot more than I expected," she admitted. "Not like 
it'll amount to much, though." 

"So what do we do?" 

The Major lingered on their numbers for a few more seconds before she 
revealed her plan. "Simple. You go upstairs and take position near 
the windows overlooking the parking lot. Rain death when you hear me 
jump through glass." 

"Jump thorough glassa€l?" 

"Yeah. That's the signal." 

Nu looked uncomfortable. "Couldn't you do something less dangerous? 

It seems unnecessary." 

"That's what it _seems _like, but I assure you, it is absolutely 
_critical _to me enjoying this otherwise unremarkable operation. Now 
hurry up and get ready." 

Nu didn't look any less nervous as she took off for the second 
floor . 

The Major looked out the window again. She formed a finger gun and 
fired at the waiting thugs. "Bang. Bang. Bang." In her mind, three of 
them had just dropped dead. 

"Oh, _shit . _They ' re all dead!" 

The Major's attention shifted to a couple of thugs she had missed, 
standing at the entrance to the restaurant. "Relax. It's not a real 
gun, see?" She spread her fingers so the makeshift gun was gone. 

The two of them kept their gazes on the ground. 

The Major followed their eyes and saw that they were looking at their 
dead buddies, not their soon-to-be-dead ones. "Oh, them, right. Yeah, 
they ' re gone . " 

"Drake, Arno, Abel, Matthews, Adrienn!" the other thug shouted in 



grief . 


"Wow, they had names?! I've just been referring to them as numbers 
this whole time." The Major laughed. 

The first thug managed to tear himself away from his friends' bodies 
long enough to look at her. "You _bitch!" _he spat and raised his 
gun . 

The Major simply shrugged. "Eh, I've been worse, terribly creative 
names." She stepped away from the window and towards them. 

The thug with his gun pointed at her stepped back. "I'll drop you, 
you fucking whore ! " 

"I haven't even had sex yet!" the Major shouted back. "Today would've 
been my first time, but you _fuckers _had to ruin the _fucking 
_fucking! _Fuck ! " _She took another step forward. 

The thug tapped the trigger. His MA5B belched out a single round. It 
hit the Major's chest and knocked her off her feet. 

The thug put his gun down. "Serves that bitch right." 

"Oh, fucka€"they ' re all dead, Jace ! They're all gone!" 

"I know, dammit! I know! They're all gone, but now so is their 
killer. " 

"You think that makes me feel better?! That's not gonna bring them 
back ! " 

Jace lashed out with his fist and socked his buddy across the face. 

"I know! You think I don't _fucking _know that, Jeff?! I do!" Tears 
openly streamed down his cheeks. 

Jeff couldn't bring himself to retaliate. 

The only noise in the room was Jace ' s sobbing. Jeff kept 
quiet . 

"Heha€ 1 Heh-heha€ 1 Owa€ 1 " 

They both slowly looked up. 

"You guys area€"_cough ! a€"_assholesa€ 1 " 

"Noa€ 1 " Jeff pleaded. 

"How the fucka€"?" Jace choked up in both grief and terror before he 
could finish. 

The Major stood up and straightened her back out. She arched her 
shoulders back and brushed away the folds of her jacket. She took its 
zipper and adjusted it like one would a tie, clearing her throat and 
shaking her head like a true sophisticate. 

_"How the fuck are you still alive?!" 
out . 


Jeff managed to spit 



"Shea€l She's wearing a vest under her clothes," Jace thought he 
figured out. 

"Nope," the Major said simply. "No vest." She pulled the zipper of 
her jacket down and opened it to prove it. The only thing underneath 
was a red t-shirt. "Just a high-quality jacket." She showed them the 
point where the bullet had hit. There wasn't even a tear. 

If those two had been more observant earlier, they would have seen 
the bullet bounce off. 


As they freaked out, stammered at each other, tried to find a reason 
for the fact that she took a round to the chest and wasn't even 
scratched, and generally flipped their shit, the Major reached into 
her jacket and slipped out her magnum again. 

_Bang !_ 

_ Bang!_ 

They had nowhere near her level of protection. 

_Now, correct me if I'm wrong. Major, but I'm pretty sure leather 
isn't bulletproof ._ 

"You're right; it's not." The Major ejected her gun's spent magazine 
and slammed a fresh one in before RooMlE spoke again. 

_That jacket isn't made out of leather, is it?_ 


The Major moved to the window on the left side of the entrance. 
"Nope . " 

_That ' s a shame. _ 

She took only a second to aim before she fired. The glass held, the 
bullet leaving a neat hole in its wake. Thirty meters away, a thug 
had his brains blown out. 


"Holy shit!" she heard one of them shout out. "Where did that come 
from? ! " 


"There!" replied a particularly observant thug. "There!" 

The Major ran for the right window. The bar exploded with the sounds 
of rounds whizzing through the air, wood splintering, and metal 
clashing against metal. 

_Idiots shouldn't even be _thinking _about being in the same room as 
a gun, _the Major thought. Then she jumped through the 
window . 

_Ba-dam !_ 

A thug dropped. 

_Ba-dam !_ 


Then another one. 



The Major's feet hit the floor and she rolled to cover behind an 
elevated plot of flower-riddled land. Dirt and gravel showered over 
her when rounds peppered her cover. 

_Ba-dam !_ 

"They got Corvez!" 

"Get behind the Warthogsa€"_behind _the 'hogs!" 

"Finally, someone with some sense!" the Major shouted as she stood 
up, the heat on her having died off a bit as the thugs moved to 
cover. Even as bullets flew by her, her aim was steady. She emptied 
her mag in the span of two seconds, then ducked again. 

She got a thug as he tried to slide over a Warthog's hood. Another 
one got a round in the throat. A third got one in each shoulder; a 
fourth got both kneecaps blown out; a fifth got his lung ruptured; 
and a sixth lost a chunk of his head. 

"We've lost most of our people already!" the same man who had issued 
the order yelled. "Somebody just _shoot _them!" 

The Major chuckled as she lazily reloaded _The Ace, _even as a new 
barrage tore away at her cover. "Hey, relax, guy! Have fun with it!" 
she advised. 

"Heha€"yeah? Have fun with it? Can't really do that when I'm getting 

shot at! How about you two put your guns down? That'll definitely put 

me at ease ! " 

The Major had to smile at that. "Smooth, guy! Smooth!" 

"Eh, it was worth a shot!" 

_Ba-dam !_ 

"Shit, not _that _kind of shot! Jimmy!" 

"Alright, time to end this little sidetrack, " the Major told 
herself . 

She got to her feet but kept herself low enough to be hidden by her 
cover. She quickly rounded the corner and made it to the first 

vehicle in a line of them. She went down along its side, went around 

the grill, and walked down the line. They hadn't even 
noticed . 

_Ba-dam !_ 

_ "_Connie ! " Another nameless thug got out of cover with her gun out, 
eager to avenge. 

The Major popped up, fired, and then went down again. 

Another nameless thug was out of the game. 

Sparks flew and windows shattered right over the Major's head. She 
moved farther down the line. 



"Shit, I'm out of ammo!" 


"Yeah, me too ! " 

The Major tapped her gun against her temple and gave a disappointed 
sigh. "You shouldn't have said that!" she yelled at them as she 
jumped atop the closest vehicle. 

All those two could do was stare and cry a little, but they didn't 
even get enough time to do _that . _They were dead before they could 
realize it was all over. 

The last five still had plenty of ammo to send her running. 

She jumped from car to car, their rounds always falling just a bit 
short at her feet. The Major returned fire. 

"Ghk! " 

"Hrga€ 1 " 

Three left now. Two of them finished reloading and jumped out of 
cover in perfect synch, crosshairs on the Major. 

_Ba-dam!_ 

_ Ba-dam!_ 

All the coordination in the world couldn't deflect bullets to the 
head . 

The last man standing was what was assumed to be the leader, and the 
Major had him in her sights, hiding behind his Warthog where Nu 
couldn't get him. But the Major could. She had strategically placed 
herself so that she was behind his cover, and now she ran down one 
last car. She reached the trunka€" 

"Fuck!" he shouted when he saw her, standing out of cover and taking 
aim . 

a€"and jumped at him. 

Time slowed to a crawl: _The Ace _cut through the air as it took aim 
the MA5B centered on the Major's chest; a shadow fell over both of 
them. 

The Major noticed first and reacted accordingly. She twisted away so 
her back was to whatever was heading for them, hunched her legs, and 
shifted her weight forward. 

The last man dropped his rifle when his eyes met the flying 
object . 

The Major's feet hit the 'hog and she instantly kicked off. She shot 
back towards the line of cars, away from the thug and his multi-ton 
problem . 

Time sped up again: The Major landed kneeling in between a couple of 
trucks; metal _crunched _against metal just behind her. She turned 
around at the sound. 



A car flew through the air, upside-down, roof and hood dented in. The 
Warthog bounced a little with its rear section crushed. 


The car hit the ground and slid, spitting up sparks and shaved metal 
and assaulting the ears with a noise akin to nails on a chalkboard. 

It stopped at the club's front doors. 

The one appropriate thought the Major had was, _I ' d like to see the 
person who threw _that ! 

Cars honked and whined, then _crashed _and went up in flames. The 
Major's attention was diverted to the street just outside the parking 
lot . 

A fire burned atop wreckage consisting of twisted metal and charring 
corpses. Drivers went from sixty-five to zero at the sight, and the 
ones on the other side only sped up by twenty miles per hour. People 
panicked and screamed, u-turned and drove like maniacs to get away, 
but the Major only stared and wondered, _What just happened?_ 

The answer came from the fire itself. It was humanoid and 
unflinching, even as unforgiving, unrelenting flames smothered it. 
Then it stepped out of the burning blizzard and the Major could see 
why . 

He was completely covered in crimson metal that reminded her of the 
kind used for the Alphas' armor, but even that was untouched. His 
body shimmered, the telltale sign of shields at work. The helmet he 
wore looked more like a metallic head because it actually had a 
_mouth; _not painted on, not crudely carved ona€"an actual mouth full 
of teeth that looked more like smooth drills than dentures. The visor 
was two massive eyepieces, shaped like teardrops that stretched out 
along either side, ends tilting up. He didn't look exceptionally 
stronga€"his armor's sleek and compact build contributed to 
thata€"but the way he walked out of his flames and onto pavement told 
her everything she needed to know: he, too, was seen as a 
demon . 

_And now we meet our first Beta, _the Major thought with jolts of 
excitement, visibly vibrating with anticipation, a big ol ' grin on 
her face. 

The Beta stepped into the parking lot, his stride casual and yet 
powerful. He looked around as if he were judging everything, even the 
dormant vehicles. Every step was silent and ghostlya€"eerie, 
considering the half-ton weight. 

"Oh, _fuck!"_ 

The Major's (and the Beta's) attention fell on the last man. And so 
had the Warthog. 

He lay on his stomach, his body trapped under his 'hog's back tires. 
He writhed on the ground pitifully like a senior who had thrown out 
his back. When he spotted the Beta, his movements got so frantic he 
drew blood from his fingertips. If the Major had to guess, she'd say 
his ribs, spine, and legs were broken, but those were all easy 
guesses . 



"Oh, _shit ! " _he cried when the Beta started moving towards him. 

The Major stayed and watched, curious and privy to the fact that, 
skilled as she was, the Beta could easily tear her apart in her 
current state. And besides, that guy he was about to rip into was an 
asshole that deserved whatever he got. 

The Beta clutched and unclutched his hands, his digits more like 
talons than fingers. His "mouth" opened up just an inch, but that did 
more to show his _hunger _than if he'd opened up wide. Steam oozed 
out and spilled through his teeth and out his maw. 

_A11 in the details, eh, Brandt? _The Major could appreciate a good 
motif. _A11 that's missing is the tongue with no concept of personal 
space ._ 

The Beta picked the last man up by his neck and just held him in the 
air. The man could barely move, let alone struggle. A cloud of steam 
billowed out and suffocated him. That gave him the energy to slam his 
fist into the Beta's chest. 

The Beta's head twitched to the side. 

_Ba-dam !_ 

The man's head exploded like gory confetti and splattered all over 
the Beta's demonic visage. 

_Nua€ 1 _The Major and the Beta shared that thought. 

"He was rude, but I'd rather he die like that than by you!" Nu 
shouted . 

The Beta dropped the body and the steam stopped spewing out. "Nuuuu, 

I found youuuu ! " 

His voice was shrill and gravelly, like something from a nightmare, 
and his eyepieces lit up with every word, matching his armor in color 
every time he spoke. He seemed about ready to leap his way over to 
her in a single bound. 

_And that's when I step in._ 

The Major got out of her hiding spot. "Hey, dick!" 

The Beta turned his attention to her. 

The Major didn't flinch; she was too prideful to even _consider_ it. 
"Your name?" 

The only thing that stopped him from tearing into her right there and 
then was curiosity. Some tiny, defenseless thing staring him down? 
That was a first. He humored her for now, if only to make the 
inevitable kill all the more _delicious. _"Me? I'm the first of the 
Betas : Beta ! " 

The Major chuckled. "Beta? _That ' s _creative. And they say _we ' re 
_the unoriginal ones for coming up with 'Recon.'" 


She looked away from him for as long as it took her to say, "Hey, Nu 



go bring our ride up around front ! " 


Beta tensed up and seemed ready to spring again. The Major brought up 
_The Ace _and emptied the rest of her mag in the blink of an 
eye . 

Beta didn't even wince as his shields flared around him. Now his 
full, undivided attention was hers again. He started walking towards 
her, his steps fluid, gait menacinga€"a true predator. 

The Major reached into her jacket for another magazine. Beta was on 
her before she could even find it. 

_Wella€ 1 can ' t say I didn't expect this._ 

Beta had her in much the same way he had held the last man: by the 
throat, off the ground and in front of his hungry mouth. His free 

digits held her armed hand out at her side. His grip was uncaring and 

crushing. His fingers would twitch constantly, scratching her wrist, 
neck, and throat, threatening to draw blood. He was eager to turn 
that threat into a reality. 

The Major held onto his arm, pulling herself up in a desperate 
attempt to get some air back into her lungs. She pressed her feet 
against his chest and pushed, hoping to ease the pressure on her 
windpipe. She held her head up over his long, constricting fingers 
like someone who was fighting to keep it above water. 

_Thisa€ 1 sucks . _Even thinking was getting hard to do. _Nua€l hurry. 
Please ._ 

Beta looked her over as if she were no more than a helpless thing to 

be studied, and later carelessly discarded. "So the cretin associates 

with insects." His sharp-toothed mouth didn't open and close when he 
spoke, which made him even more unsettling. And those eyesa€ 1 

Their light yearned to blind her. 

The Major lightly tapped on his arm so he wouldn't confuse the action 
for struggling, then pointed at her mouth, and then his hand. He got 
the idea and eased his grip. Now she could actually move her head to 
properly look him in the eye without straining herself. 

"Thanks, guy. I could hardly breathe; I thought I was gonna black 
out ! " 


A deep rumble emanated from deep within his chest. "Yes, and that 
wouldn't be doing either of us any favors, would it?" He leaned in 
closer and blew a quick puff of steam in her face. 

The Major resisted the urge to cough and said, "Well, yeah, that ' d 
blow for me, buta€"" then she coughed anyway, "a€"but what do you 
mean bya€l?" She trailed off when his mouth started to open up. 

"I want to hear you scream." 

His teeth that looked like drills actually played the part when they 
rotated, slowly at first but quickly gaining speed until they were at 
their fastest. The sound of them spinning burrowed into the Major's 
head, dizzying her. His mouth opened up so wide it almost reached a 



ninety-degree angle. 

_Okay ! Can't exactly keep waiting for Nu now, _she thought before 
struggling against Beta's grip. She kicked his chest with one foot, 
pulled at his arm, and tried to pull her own arm out of his grasp, 
all to no avail. 

"Uh, Nu, could you hurry it up, please?!" 

Beta let go of her neck, but his hand was immediately on her again, 
taking hold of her other wrist and holding it out like he held her 
armed hand. 

"Well, now this is just humiliating." The Major didn't like and 
wasn't used to feeling so powerless. 

A coil of some sort slithered out from deep within Beta's helmet, 
gray and tapered at the end. It waved around in his maw like a 
snake . 

"Oh, _there ' s _the tongue!" 

And like a snake, it shot out and wrapped around her. It tied herself 
around her neck and its end hovered in front of her face as if it, 
too, were studying her. The Major looked at it, and it looked right 
back, and they just looked at each other for a moment. Then it 
launched itself at her. 

It hit her cheek obnoxiously, then trailed up over her eyelid and 
reached her brow before going down across her nose and briefly to the 
corner of her mouth. It licked her chin, then went up again, never 
leaving her flesh for a second, and flicked her ear. It finally 
settled down in her hair. Everywhere it dragged itself over it left 
behind a trail of thick, viscous, brown-green fluid. It stuck to her 
skin yet dripped (but never fell off) and felt oily and reeked like a 
gutter . 

Simply put, it was an uncomfortable position to be in. 

"Oh, now _this _is humiliating! I mean, what the _fuck, _man? Why 
would you even haveaC"?" 

The tongue wrapped around her again, this time around her forehead. 

It pulled her head back so she was forced to look at its drill-teeth. 
He laughed like a maniac; she gulped audibly. 

The tongue pulled her in closer to a very messy end. The Major pushed 
away harder. 

_Heha€ 1 heh-heh . I'm, uha€ll'm not _really _gonna die, right? Right?! 
_Right ? ! 

She spotted something over Beta's shoulder that gave her hope. She 
was smiling again. "Hey, Beta, as eager as I am to join your dinner, 
I'm afraid I have a ride to catch." 

The teeth stopped. 


Honk-hooonk ! 



The Warthog _slammed _into Beta at full speed. Every bit of him that 
had a grip on his prey let go as his feet left the ground. 

The Major grabbed his head and kicked off his chest. She supported 
herself with her arms only as the rest of her body pointed straight 
up. She bent her arms and legs in, then pushed and kicked out. 

As Beta fell, she flew. 

The Major somersaulted, and then straightened back up as she fell. 

She landed on the Warthog 's hood in a crouch. 

She stood atop it and turned around to address Beta's downed form. 
"Actually, I have a ride to catch _me . 

_That was terrible. _ 

_ Shut up, RooMiE._ 

The Major dropped herself into the passenger's seat. Nu shot up in 
hers . 

"You used to be so nice!" she shouted. 

Beta groaned, growled, and punched the car to his left away. 

Nu fell back into her seat and drove back, turned, and sped out of 
the parking lot. 

The Major looked herself over. The slime dripped down her neck, face, 
and stuck her hair together in messy clumps. She scooped some off of 
her cheek using her fingers and shook her hand, aiming to fling it 
away, but it only clung to her and stuck her fingers together. "Ugh, 
what the _fuck _is this stuff? Is this what a white shower feels 
like? Sick . " 

"What's a 'white shower'?" 

"Well, it involves a few guys and one _very _willing 
part icipanta€" " 

A drop of slime landed on her tongue. She froze, her pupils 
constricted until they were tiny dots, and her reaction was almost 
instant . 

"Aw, shiha€"ih goh ih myh mouh . Ih's ih myh _mouh ! "_ 

Nu swerved into the proper lane. "Major, please calm down." 

"Ih cahn't cahm dohwn ! Ih'm pwachichy _swahohing _ih ! " She leaned 
over the side and spat, then spat several more times. 

"That's the right idea." Nu faced her and smiled widely, but it 
dropped as soon as she was just what it was she was covered in. "Oh, 


The Major sat back in her seat and wiped her mouth with her jacket's 
sleeve. "What?" 


"That stuff. You have to get it off as soon as possible." She sounded 



uncharacterist ically serious. 


The Major didn't notice. "I agree. This stuff _reeks . 

"No, I mean it's dangerous!" 

"Dangerous as ina€ 1 ? Because I'm pretty sure I just almost choked on 
it. Oh, shit, it better not have poisoned me!" 

"No, no, it's not poison." 

The Major sighed and wiped her forehead in relief. That only stuck 
more slime onto her already sticky hand. She grimaced and shook her 
hand furiously outside of the 'hog. "That's good." 

"It's a highly volatile oil." 

The Major immediately stopped shaking and looked at Nu . "How 
volatile? " 

"a€lYou probably shouldn't even be in the vehiclea€"" 

"And I'm outta here!" The Major stood up and leaned over the edge, 
ready to jump. "Send a Pelican after me, and tell them to bring a few 
gallons of water so I can wash this gunk off!" 

"Nuuuu, I came here for youuuu ! You won't get away!" 

Beta was hot on their heels (spokes?), gradually gaining speed. He'd 
catch up in a matter of seconds. 

The Major returned to her seat. "I'd rather burn to death than get my 
face torn apart." She really wished they had opted for an armed 
Warthog back at Base Zulu. 

"What are we going to do?" Nu didn't sound worried, but she did seem 
anxious for her answer. 

"Give me a second." The Major took off her jacket and stuck _The Ace 
_into an inner pocket. After that, she used her jacket to wipe away 
the slime, trying to be thorough but ultimately unable to get all of 
it. Once she was satisfied that it was _mostly _gone, she tied its 
sleeves around her waist and left it there, hugging her. She reached 
underneath her seat and took out _The Queen. _ 

"Major, _no ! "_ 

"Relax, I got _most _of that shit off; I won't explode." She turned 
around and used her seat's headrest to support her shotgun. 
"Probably." She fired with no second thoughts. 

Beta dashed to the side and kept going. 

The Major tracked him and got another shot off. The result was the 
same . 

She soon realized that, in their current situation, she had no hope 
of hitting him, but she also noticed that each time he evaded, they 
gained a bit of distance on him. She adapted accordingly. 



She fired again, then again, formulating a plan with each shot. _Not 
much to work with here. No weapon mounted and no 
backup ._ 

_Blam!_ 

_Can't hit him either. _ 

_Blam!_ 

_Doubt it'd do much even if I did get a hit in._ 

_Blam!_ 

_Nu rammed this thing into him and the 'hog came out the one worse 
for wear._ 

_Blam !_ 

_Gotta find something, _anything. 

And she did. In the back, where the troops usually sat, were a few 
metal boxes. She recognized them instantly. 

The Major fired one last time before diving into the back. 

"What are you doing now. Major?" 

"Setting up a proper goodbye." She stayed on the floor so Beta 
couldn't see her and tore into the first box. She tossed its contents 
all around the Warthog, almost bopping Nu on the head a few times. 

She moved on to the second, finished with it faster than the first, 
and then finished with the third. She kept one of the "pineapples, " 
as they were so fondly referred as. 

The Major got up and noticed that Beta was no longer behind them. She 

looked at their sides, but he wasn't there either. "Where 'd 

hea€"?" 


Like something out of a horror movie. Beta's hand shot up and grabbed 
onto their 'hog's hood. 

_He made it up there by climbing under the Warthog? Clever. _ 

They had made it to the mountainside again and were quickly 
approaching a steep turn. This was perfect. The Major climbed back to 
the front of the Warthog and shoved her shotgun into Nu ' s lap. 

"When I say so, jump, got it?" 

Nu risked a look at her. "Jump? Okay, but what about you? What's your 
plan? " 

"Don't worry about me, Nua€"just jump when I tell you to and take 
_The Queen _with you ! " 

Nu looked like she had more to say, but forced herself to bite her 
tongue. She nodded. 

"Good. Oh, and if something happens to _The Queen_a€"something 



_bad_a€"I'll hurt you." 

"Whaa€"?" 

Beta pulled himself up onto the hood and snapped his teeth at 
them . 

"Jump ! " 

For a split second, Nu considered staying and helping (after all, she 
_really _like helping, and she already _really _liked the Major) . But 
since she _really _liked the Major, she decided to trust her 
judgment, so she took the Major's shotgun and jumped over the 
edge . 

Now the Major was all alone with Beta. She faced him with a sweet 
smile, the kind reserved for a friend not seen in a long time. 

"You're tenacious, ain'tcha?" 

Steam spilled out of the corners of Beta's mouth. 

"Well, I'm afraid your tenacity ends here." 

He laughed at her. The sound suited him. 

"What, don't believe me? Well, what if I showed you this?" She took 
out her hand from behind her back and extended it in his direction. 

In it was a grenade. 

Beta lunged at her 

The Major ducked and primed her grenade. 

Beta soared right over her and landed in the cargo area. He was up as 
quickly as he had fallen. 

He was on the move again but almost tripped on something. That caught 
his attention so he looked at the ground. It was littered with 
grenades. And not just the cargo area; so was the front, the seats, 
the dashboard, and even the _cup holder. _ 

"Clever girl, " he said, actually impressed that she had lured him 
into her trap. 

The Major grinned. "Thanks." She dropped the grenade and jumped 
of f . 

Beta grabbed for her but just barely grazed her foot. 

The grenade hit the floor, bounced three times, and knocked into 
another one. 

_Bwoom !_ 

_Kara-boom !_ 

The Major tucked and rolled as behind her the 'hog was swallowed up 
by a titanic fireball and then thrown up meters into the air. It flew 
forward, just a black husk, and sailed over the edge of the 
mountainside. The Major swore she could hear Beta's laughter, but 



that was probably just her being disoriented by the constant rolling. 
She stopped on her back. 

She was still grinning. _Good game, Beta._ 

"Major!" Nu reached her and kneeled at her side. "Are you 
alright ? " 

"I'm finea€"Oof!" 

Nu took the Major by the shoulders and sat her up. She grabbed her 
chin and tilted her head this was and that, lifted her arm to look at 
her side, and placed her hand everywhere from her abdomen down to her 
calf. "You don't seem hurt..." 

Then the heat reminded her of the fire. 

"The oil! It's still on youa€"your face and all over your hair." She 
grabbed a clump that had stuck a bunch of the Major's raven locks 
together and tugged on it. "We have to get it 
off! " 

" Ia€"agh ! a€"knowa€"ugh ! a€"that , Nua€"_fuck ! 

The Major managed to swat Nu ' s hand away. 

"We have to get home before a tray spark or _something _hot gets 
anywhere near you!" 

The Major looked around. "I'm on that, too, Nu . Oh, look at that, 
some idiots got scared and left their car behind. Lucky us." She got 
up and walked back up the way they had just come from for a short 
ways . 

Nu followed. 

The abandoned, stull-purring car was sleek and the Major's favorite 
shade of red. Some sort of expensive sports car, she figured. She 
took a seat in the driver's side and settled in, appreciating the 
luxurious beige leather. She ran her hand over the steering wheel and 
purred herself. "This is my type of car." 

Nu took the passenger's seat and closed the door. "Urn, isn't this 
stealing, and isn't stealing wrong?" 

"It isn't theft if it was left behind, and it's only wrong if we tell 
ourselves it isa€"" she closed the door and put one hand on the wheel 
and the other on the stick, "a€"so buckle in, Nu . We'll be back at 
base in less than five minutes." 

"Five minutes? But it took us over twenty to get to the club." 

The Major only giggled like the maniac she was. "Like I 
saida€"_buckle in."_ 

Nu gulped and did as she said. 

When the Major started driving, Nu started screaming. 



><pXstrong> [ July 24, 2552<strong> 

**2227 hours** 

**Base Zulu** 

**Planet Reacha€l]** 

If there was one thing Corporal Alexandria Corruo had never been able 
to overcome even through the rigorous process of becoming an ODST, it 
was her compulsion. Even worse, she had never developed a proper 
method to resist it, so sheer force of will was how she got through 
it. However, it didn't always work, and once it took over, there was 
no reigning it back in. 

And that was why she was aimlessly rolling a pen around on Director 
Garrison's desk. She was trying to distract herself from the 
compulsion that told her to yank the chatter right out of the 
Director's hands. 

"You _what? _Already? Wait, where were you? I seeaClWell, at least 
something productive came out of your little trip. How much longer 
until you get back? Good. You're going to need to provide a more 
detailed account as soon as you get here. What? Major, you can shower 
afterwardsaC 1 She said that, huh? Fine. Wash off and then get up here. 
Make it fast." Garrison hung up and put the chatter away. "I should 
look into changing my number, " he muttered. 

"What did she say?" Alexandria asked almost immediately. 

Garrison looked at her blankly. "You know, Ms. Corruo, this obsession 
of yours is unbecoming of a soldier of your caliber." 

"What obsessionaC 1 ? " she asked unconvincingly , her shy voice barely 
audible, her accent accentuating the sheepishness she was 
feeling . 

"Deny it all you want. Corporal, so long as it does nothing to hinder 
your performance. However, I do have to ask: why her?" 

Alexandria kept rolling the pen around. 

"I'm not one to pry into another person's personal affairs, but I 
would advise you drop any ideas of a future with that ticking 
time-bomb in it. Her self-destructive behavior will either lead to 
her demise, or, should you get too close, _yours . _Remember that." He 
brought something up on his computer. "And besides, I doubt she's 
even _capable _of reciprocat ing your affection." 

And Alexandria didn't argue because, as much as she hated herself for 
admitting it, he was probably right. But her compulsion kept her from 
giving up, so she asked again, "What did she say?" 

This time. Garrison answered her. "She said she went to some club 
with that new girla€"Nu, I think her name wasa€"got in a gunfight 
with some gang, and encountered one of those 'Beta' soldiers we got 
dragged into fighting. Then they killed him." 

"A Beta? You mean one of those super-soldiers that _Trial and Error 



bloke told you about?" 


"Yes . " 

"Aren't they supposed to be really tough or something, even by 
Spartan standards?" 

"Supposedly, but now it seems like they lost one." 

Alexandria only mouthed, _Wow._ 

_Why her? Because she's strong. _ 

"She also said that they lost yet _another _Warthog and are on their 
way back in a, uma€ 1 ' conf iscated ' civilian sports car. They're 
hurrying before the Major bursts into flames." 

"Wait, _what?!" _She almost shot right out of her seat. 

"Yes, she got some unstable oil slathered on her and is now racing 
back to base so she can wash it off, " he said as if he were 
discussing the weather. "You really should settle downa€"but _not 
_with her . " 

Alexandria ignored the jibe. 

"I wouldn't worry too much. She should be fine as long as she doesn't 
crash the car on the way here. Driving a car is easier than 
co-piloting, though, so she'll live. And as soon as she gets here, 
she'll only have to go through the maintenance bay in order to get to 
her rooma€ 1 " He trailed off as he imagined the maintenance bay, the 
area of Base Zulu where sparks rained like water. 

Alexandria caught onto that. 

"Perhaps a little worrying is in order." He went back to his 
computer . 

Alexandria put her face in the palms of her hands and stayed there, 
thinking all kinds of thoughts pertaining to her safety. Maybe if she 
thought enough of them, she could ensure the Major's survival through 
sheer force of willa€l? She groaned into her hands. Corruo was a 
hopeless case. 

Eventually, she found the strength to look back up, preferring to 
find something to distract herself with over dwelling on thoughts 
that made her stomach turn. She saw how Director Garrison looked at 
his monitor so intently and remembered the earlier topic. "Are you 
still looking into that message?" 

"The message that somehow managed to escape our security systems? 

Yes. I'll have to talk to Rick about that, see if he can find the 
source and recipient. The sender had to have access to some high tech 
if he or she was able to get past our network." 

"You said that the message was a picture of the Major, right?"a€"_It 
seems like everything is out to get hera€"_"Well , what about those 
two Headhunters? From what the Major told me, they purposely sought 
her out . " 



Garrison pursed his lips. "I've considered it, but, while they are 
suspects, their actions could be explained by this." He turned the 
monitor around so it faced her. 

On it was a sign Alexandria recognized. How could she not? It was on 
digital displays all over Base Zulu. It showed a picture of the Major 
and read, _ATTENTION, ALL MEMBERS OE THE UNITED NATIONS SPACE COMMAND 
DEEENSE EORCE CURRENTLY RESIDING IN BASE ZULU: IT IS STRONGLY 

RECOMMENDED THAT YOU AVOID THIS DANGEROUS INDIVIDUAL. _ 

Sam and Sergei also had signs, but the Major's listed the most 
reasons to maintain a thirty-foot radius away from her. 

"I guess you're right about thata€ 1 " 

Garrison sighed. "There's no reason to worry about this right now; we 
can't do much to get anywhere. We can only hope the recipient has no 
malicious intents." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong> [ July 24, 2552<strong> 

**2347 hours** 

_**The Scorpioness ' s Elamea€"**_**currently in hyper-slipspace 
* * 


**En route to Planet Reacha€l]** 

The Director walked through his flagship's engineering deck, hands 
folded neatly behind his back, the Chairman at his side. The hallway 
was empty and dimly lit, but if they chose to enter any given room, 
they would stand amidst hundreds of _The League's _engineering 
personnel, every individual hard at work on some piece of the 
organization's vast, powerful arsenal, the room alive with the white 
flashes of assembling machinery. 

"How far along are we in our projects. Chairman?" asked the Director 
as they neared an elevator. 

The Chairman referred to his datapad. "Project _Obsidian Tide _is 
ninety-five percent complete." 

"What about the other five percent?" 

"That consists of the _Tide's _heavy weapons' systems. Projected time 
until completion is seven days." 

The Director nodded appreciatively. "Excellent progress. And what 
about our other main project?" 

The Chairman sighed and his shoulders slumped momentarily. 
"Unfortunately, Project _Mirror, Mirror _has hit another roadblock. 
The entirety of _The League's _biology division has been hard at work 
ever since you commissioned it, and there have been massive leaps in 
our understanding and knowledge of the process, but we have yet to 
perfect it . " 


The Director did not seem vexed in the slightest. "Better to wait and 



have perfect subjects." They entered the elevator and the Director 
pressed the button that would take them to the communicat ions deck. 
"Make sure they are never without their necessary resources." 

"As you say. Director." 

They reached the comms . deck quickly and without problems. The 
Director did not speak again until he entered a room massive enough 
to hold the brunt of _The League's _communicat ions 
machinery . 

"Director, sir!" The young chief comms. officer, one Sholeek Omah, 
gave a crisp salute. 

"At ease. Officer Omah, and walk with me." The Director never even 
slowed down. 

Omah fell into step at his side. 

They reached an expansive console that had been set up in three 
sections, each connected to the other at an angle. Above each part 
stood three sizeable monitors in a column. Behind the entire machine 
was a hologram of Reach that almost stretched from the floor to the 
ceiling . 

"Officer Omah, contact Captain Dashon of the Commandos, Captain 
Craxton of the Heavy Metal, and Captain Orneon of the Crimson 
Guard . " 

"Right away. Director, sir." Omah typed for only a brief moment 
before the bottom row of monitors came to life. 

The first one to their left showed a woman almost fully clad in the 
sleek, full-body power armor of the Commandos: BELLONA. She, like the 
other Captains, was without her helmet. 

The screen in the middle showed a bald man, eager for war. His unit's 
armor, ODIN, was heavy and looked to be nigh impenetrable. The 
shoulder pads themselves were bigger than his head. 

The screen to their right displayed a man with an unreadable, 
calculating gaze that distinguished him from his peers. He wore the 
Crimson Guard's armor: HACHIMAN. Like the unit's name would suggest, 
the power armor was crimson in color, a stark contrast to the dark of 
the all-in-one Commandos and cumbersome Heavy Metal. Like the 
BELLONA, it was sleek, but after that there were no more 
similarities. The HACHIMAN armor was tall, less soldier-like and more 
regal. It was adorned with a flowing, crimson cape, _The League's 
_scorpion embroidered in its middle. Anyone who said that it was 
there purely for aesthetics was sorely mistaken. 

"Director, sir!" they all said in perfect unison. Their salutes 
differed in devotion. 

"At ease, captains. You've all been briefed on why we've made this 
jump, yes?" 

"We're finally ready to take the war to the Covenant, yeh?" Caxton 
answered . 



"I seriously doubt that the Covenant is our top priority, Caxton, " 
Dashon countered. 

"I agree with Captain Dashon," Orneon spoke up. "This was a sudden 
jump with no prior warning. Given the state of _The League _over the 
past year, I would have to say that we are moving in to both retrieve 
a valuable military asset and capture the thief." 

The Director nodded. "Very astute. Captain Orneon. I take it you all 
remember this woman?" 

The Chairman sent each of them the same picture he had shown the 
Director earlier. Dashon scowled, Caxton grinned, and Orneon remained 
the same. The Director's question had been rhetoricala€"of course 
they all remembered her. 

"That's that _Major _bitch, yeh? The one who killed the previous 
director an' ran away like a kicked _bitch _after she got 
shot ? " 

"That's correct. Captain Caxton. As you all know, after she so 
callously murdered Director Connor, she stole his datapad containing 
information crucial to _The League's _war effort. Now that we've 
found her, we're moving in to get it back, and her, too." The 
Director motioned for the Chairman to send them the next image. 

The Chairman typed a short command into his datapad that sent them a 
picture of Reach. 

"We have found her stationed on Reach, so that's where we're headed. 
Our forces already on the colony were alerted shortly before our jump 
and are setting up a trap to lure her out. We'll see what happens 
from there. I want to take this time to remind you of the intricacies 
of this mission." He looked at each of them in turn and they all 
nodded in understanding. 

"Good. Now, first and most importantly, you are _not _to utilize 
lethal force on the Major before _or _after we retrieve the 
data . " 

Dashon and Orneon nodded, but Caxton grimaced and groaned. 

"You may harm her, you may even _maim _her, but just make sure it's 
something we can replace." 

That was a good consolation for Caxton. 

"After this meeting is adjourned, the Chairman will send you several 
files. These files contain all of our available information on the 
Major's teammates, even the things ONI _really _doesn't want anyone 
to know. Review them extensively. Unlike the Major, we don't have a 
class to prepare you for them, so take note of every detail, even the 
mundane, and lead your units accordingly . " 

"Are we to refrain from utilizing lethal force on them, too, sir?" 
Dashon asked. 


"No, Captain, you are not. However, I would prefer it if you brought 
them in alive instead, if possible." 



"Understood, sir." 

"So just to review: We will capture the Major and interrogate her for 
the data's location. She is to be kept in our custody indefinitely. 
Also, she is extremely devoted to her team and will risk life, limb, 
and pride to ensure her teammates' safety, so use that weakness to 
your advantage. Any alien _or _human forces standing in your way are 
to be terminated, understood?" 

"Yes, Director, sir!" 

The Director looked pleased with their compliance. "Very good, 
captains. I'll leave you to your preparations. This meeting is 
adjourned. " 

"Director, sir!" They all saluted again before the screens went 
dormant . 

"Director, if you don't mind me asking, why are you so adamant about 
keeping the Major?" the Chairman said as soon as the captains were 
gone. "Why not just dispose of her once we retrieve what we 
need? " 

"Because she is _also _what we need. Chairman, " the Director stated 
almost impatiently. He quickly composed himself. "Need I remind you 
that we are in the middle of a civil wara€"a conflict _she _caused. 
Once we have her, we'll parade her through the streets of every city 
in Unitas, beaten, broken, and clad in chains. We'll televise it and 
broadcast it to _League _deserters everywhere, showing them that 
their inspirat iona€"their _hero_a€"could not beat _The League, _so 
how could they? And after all of that is said and done, we'll begin 
the reeducation process. We'll ' convince ' her to see our way of 
thinking . " 

The Director walked around the console to stand before the hologram 
of Reach. "We'll show her and everybody else that champions can be 
broken; we'll show them that _nobody _is out of reach for _The 
League_a€"not even her." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Line from the next chapter: "Oxygen deprivation has a way 
of making you think strange thoughts ! "<strong> 

**A11 pretenses of "realism" officially die off next chapter. Oh, 
boy. (Like they ever existed. The laws of physics can go fuck 
themselves . ) * * 


End 
f lie . 



